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Preface 


Before choosing the essays which appear in this book, I 
naturally re-read all of my published papers to which the 
title Elizabethan Dramatists’ is applicable. At most of 
them I had not looked, I suspect, since their previous 
publication, and the result of this fresh examination 
surprised me. 

Two of the essays were concerned with Shake- 
speare: Shakespeare and the Stoicism of Seneca and 
Hamlet and His Problems. A third w^as entitled Four 
Elizabethan Dramatists with the somewhat pretentious 
subtitle Treface to an Unwritten Book’. All three of 
these essays on re-examination embarrassed me by their 
callowness, and by a facility of unqualified assertion 
which verges, here and there, on impudence. The 
Hamlet^ of course, had been kept afloat all these years by 
the success of the phrase ‘objective correlative’ — a 
phrase which, I am now told, is not even my own but 
was first used by Washington Alston. These three 
essays were the first to be reread 5 and when I had read 
them I turned with trepidation to reread my essays on 
Shakespeare’s contemporaries. I was astonished to find 
that these essays struck me as very good indeed. 

What is the reason for my forming such different 
judgments on different essays? I believe that the ex- 
planation is at least partly to be found in the fact that 
Shakespeare is so much greater than any of his contem- 
poraries. About Marlowe, or Ford, or even Ben Jonson, it 
is possible for a young man (and I was a very young man, 
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or an immature youngish man, when I wrote these 
essays) to have something to say with, which he will still 
find himself in agreement thirty years or more later. It 
may even be that a youthful sensibility is tlie most 
desirable qualification for writing about these minor poets 
and dramatists. Mature wisdom, and much experience 
of men and books, is perhaps unnecessary for the apprecia- 
tion of their work. But, for the understanding of Shake- 
speare, a lifetime is not too long 5 and of Shakespeare, 
the development of one^s opinions may be the measure 
of one’s development in wisdom. 

However this may be, I have rejected these three 
essays in compiling this book. Instead, I have included 
Seneca in Elizabethan Translation^ which seems to me to 
deserve its place as the first essay in Elizabethan drama, 
Even in this essay there is a reference to Shakespeare 
which may be too confident: my opinion of Titus 
Andronicus remains unchanged, but I would not now 
assert with such assurance that Shakespeare had no 
hand in any play with which his name has been tradi- 
tionally associated. However, my interest in this essay 
is only to vindicate Seneca from the charge of being 
responsible for the horrors of the Elizabethan and 
Jacobean theatre. And, like the other essays, Seneca in 
Elizabethan Translation contains some good quotations. 
And that perhaps is another reason why it is easier to 
write about the minor dramatists than about Shake- 
speare 5 an essay about one of them can be worth reading 
for the quotations alone. Quotations from Shakespeare 
are too well known 5 it is not enough to quote wellj 
the critic must have something to say worth saying 
^about his quotations from Shakespeare. 

I call the attention of students of Elizabethan drama 
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to the fact that the date of each essay is given "in the 
Table of Contents. This is a practice I like to observe in 
printing any collection of essays 5 but it is peculiarly im- 
portant where the critical judgments may depend on the 
conclusions of current scholarship. It may well be that 
later scholarly research has disproved assumptions which 
I then accepted. On the other hand, if in discussing any 
dramatist I have ignored any work of scholarship with 
which I should have been acquainted when I wrote 
about him, I shall expect my criticism to be marked 
down accordingly. 

On the whole, I think that these essays do provide a 
helpful introduction to the study of the poetic drama of 
the age of Elizabeth I and James I, and to the very in- 
teresting differentia of temperament and technique be- 
tween the dramatists. There are two conspicuous 
omissions. I do not so much regret the absence of an 
essay on the work of John Webster: a great deal has 
been written on this subject, two of his plays are very 
well known and are from time to time performed, and I 
have alluded constantly to Webster in discussing other 
dramatists. But I very much regret the fact that I did 
not, during that period of my life at which these essays 
were written, have occasion to write about the work of 
that very great poet and dramatist, George Chapman. It 
is too late now: to attempt to repair such a gap, after 
many years' neglect, would be almost as futile as to 
attempt to remove the blemishes (of which one is 
aware) in one's early poems. The most remarkable 
appreciation of Chapman in my time (works of scholar- 
ship apart) is to be found in The Lion and the Fox by 
Wyndham Lewis. 

I owe a debt of gratitude to Charles Whibley, who 
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commissioned Seneca in Elizabethan Translation as an 
introduction to these translations in his Tudor Transla- 
tion Series, and more than to anyone else to Sir Bruce 
Lyttelton Richmond, at whose behest seven of these 
nine essays were written for the Times Literary Sup- 
plement, 

T.S.E. 


June 1962 



Contents 


Preface 5 

Seneca in Elizabethan Translation (1927) 1 1 

Christopher Marlowe (1919) 58 

Ben Jonson (1919) 67 

Thomas Middleton (1927) 85 

Thomas He3rv\’'Ood (1951) 94 

Cyril Tourneur (1930) 107 

John Ford (1932) 120 

Philip Massinger ( 1 926) 1 54 

John Marston (1954) 152 


9 




Seneca in Elizabethan 
Translation 

No author exercised a vrider or deeper influence upon 
the Elizabethan mind or upon the Elizabethan form of 
tragedy than did Seneca. To present the Elizabethan 
translations of the tragedies in their proper setting, it is 
necessary to deal with three problems which at first may 
appear to be but slightly connected: (1) the character, 
virtues, and vices of the Latin tragedies themselves 5 
(2) the directions in which these tragedies influenced our 
Elizabethan drama^ ( 5 ) the history of these translations, 
the part they played in extending the influence of 
Seneca, and their actual merit as translation and as 
poetry. There are here several questions which, with the 
greater number of important Tudor translations, do not 
arise. Most of the better-known translations are of 
authors whose intrinsic merit is unquestioned, and the 
translations derive some of their prestige from the merit 
and fame of the author translated 5 and most of the better- 
known prose translations have an easy beauty of style 
which arrests even the least prepared reader. But with 
the Elizabethan translations of the Tenne Tragedies (for 
they are by several hands) we are concerned first of all 
with a Latin poet whose reputation would deter any 
reader but the most curious 5 with translations of un- 
equal merit, because by different scholars; and with 
translation into a metre — the Tourteener’ — which* is 
superficially a mere archaism, and which repels readers 
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who have not the patience to accustom their ears and 
nerves to its heat The translations have, as I hope to 
show, considerable poetic charm and quite adequate 
accuracy, with occasional flashes of real beauty 5 rtheir 
literary value remains greater than that of any later trans- 
lations of Seneca’s tragedies that I have examined, either 
in English or French But the appreciation of the literary 
value of these translations is inseparably engaged with 
the appreciation of the oiiginal and of its historical impor- 
tance, so that although at first sight a consideration of the 
historical problems may appear irrelevant, it should in the 
end enhance our enjoyment of the translations asliteratm e. 

I 

In the Renaissance, no Latin author was more highly 
esteemed than Seneca, in modern times, few Latin 
authors have been more consistently damned The prose 
Seneca, the ^Seneca morale’ of Dante, still enjoys a 
measure of tepid praise, though he has no influence 5 
but the poet and tragedian receives from the historians 
and critics of Latin literature the most umveisal repro- 
bation Latin literature provides poets for several tastes, 
but there is no taste for Seneca Mackail, for instance, 
whose taste in Latin hterature is almost catholic, dis- 
misses Seneca with half a page of his Short History of 
Latin Literature^ and a few of the usual adjectives such 
as ‘rhetoncaF. Professor Mackail is inclined by his 
training to enjoy the purer and more classical authors, 
and is inclined by his temperament to enjoy the most 
romantic like Shenstone or some other eighteenth- 
century poets, Seneca falls between, Nisard, in his 
Pokes Latins de la decadence^ devotes many pages and 
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much patience to the difference of conditions which pro- 
duced great tragedy in Athens, and only rhetorical de- 
clamation in Rome Butler, after a more detailed and 
more, tolerant examination from a more literary point of 
view Augustan Poetry)^ commits himself to the 
damaging statement that ho Seneca more than to any 
other man is due the excessive predominance of de- 
clamatory rhetoric, which has characterised the drama 
throughout Western Europe from the Renaissance down 
to the latter half of the nineteenth century' The most 
recent critic, Mr. F L Lucas {Seneca and Elizabethan 
Tragedy)^ amidst hhe exasperatingly false rhetoric of 
the Senecan stage, with its far-fetched and frigid epi- 
grams' Yet this IS a dramatist whom Scaliger pi ef erred 
to Euripides, and whom the whole of Europe in the Re- 
naissance delighted to honour It is obviously a task of 
some difficulty to disentangle him from his reputation 

We must admit, first, that the tragedies of Seneca 
deserve the censure that has been directed upon them On 
the other hand, it may be tiue — I think it is true — that 
the critics, especially the English cntics, have been often 
biased by Seneca's real and supposed bad influence upon 
the Renaissance, that they have included the dements of 
his admirers in his own faults But before we proceed to 
what redemption of his fame is possible, it is expedient to 
resume those universally admitted strictures and limita- 
tions which have become commonplaces of Senecan 
ci iticism First, it is pretty generally agreed that the plays 
of Seneca were composed, not for stage performance, 
but for piivate declamation ^ This theory attenuates the 

^ I must admit, however, that this view has recently been 
contested with great force by Leon Henmann he Theatre de 
Seneque (Pans, 1924), See p, 195 of that book 
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supposed ‘horrors’ of the tragedies, many of which could 
hardly have been represented on a stage, even with the 
most ingenious machinery, without being merely 
ridiculous, the Renaissance assumption to the coij.trary 
gave licence to a taste which would probably have been 
indulged even without Seneca’s authority. And if the 
plays were written to be declaimed, probably by a single 
speaker (‘elocutionist’ is really the word), we can account 
for other singularities. I say ‘account for’, I do not say 
without qualification that this peculiar form was the 
‘cause’, for the ultimate cause was probably the same 
Latin temper which made such an unacted drama possible 
The cause lies in the Latin sensibility which is expressed 
by the Latin language But if we imagine this unacted 
drama, we see at once that it is at one remove from 
reality, compared with the Greek Behind the dialogue 
of Greek drama we are always conscious of a concrete 
visual actuality, and behind that of a specific emotional 
actuality Behind the drama of words is the drama of 
action, the timbre of voice and voice, the uplifted hand 
or tense muscle, and the particular emotion. The spoken 
play, the words which we read, are symbols, a shorthand, 
and often, as m the best of Shakespeare, a very abbrevi- 
ated shorthand indeed, for the acted and felt play, which 
IS always the real thing. The phrase, beautiful as it may 
be, stands for a greater beauty still This is merely a par- 
ticular case of the amazing unity of Greek, the unity of 
concrete and abstract in philosophy, the unity of thought 
and feeling, action and speculation, in life In tliejglays 
of Seneca, the drama is all in the wo rd,^and the word has 
^^^KHE^recdityJ^hi^ It His characters all seem to 
speak with -^e same vo ice, and at th^top of it, they 
recite in turn 
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I do not mean to suggest that the method of delivery 
of a play of Seneca was essentially different from that of 
Greek tragedy It was probably nearer to the declamation 
of G|*eek tragedy than was the delivery of Latin comedy 
The latter was acted by professional actors. I imagine that 
Seneca’s plays were declaimed by himself and other 
amateurs, and it is likely that the Athenian tragedies were 
performed by amateurs. I mean that the beauty g fphrase 
in Gree k tragedy IS Jhe shadow of aj^eat^ beai^Xrz. 
Beauty of thoi^ht and emotion. In the tragedms^of Seneca 
tj^centr^f value is shifted fr<^ \^a^he^rson^e 
says to the way'^^wE^h he^^^it Veiy often the value 
comes near to being mere smartness Nevertheless, we 
must remember that ‘verbal’ beauty is still a kind of 
beauty. 

The plays are admirably adapted for declamation be- 
foie an imperial highbrow audience of crude sensibility 
but considerable sophistication in the ingenuities of 
language They would have been as unactable on the 
Greek stage as they are on the English Superficially 
neat and trim, they are, for the stage, models of form- 
lessness. The Athenians were accustomed to long speeches 
from Messengers, speeches which embarrass both the 
modern actor and the modern audience , this was a con- 
vention with practical advantages, their other long 
speeches usually have some dramatic point, some place in 
the whole scheme of the play. But t he charactersj m a 
play of Seneca behave more like members of a m instrel 
troupe sitting in a se micircle, rising in turn e ach to do 
his^u5iBe?7”orv^ their recitations by a song or a 
litHE back-chat I do not suppose that a Greek audience 
would have sat thiough the first three hundred lines of 
the Hercules Furens. Only at the 523rd line does 
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Amphitryon detect the sound o£ Hercules’ tread, ascend- 
ing from Hell, at which inopportune moment the chorus 
interrupt for two or three pages When Hercules finally 
appears, he seems to be leading Cerberus, who presently 
evaporates, for he is not on the stage a few minutes later 
After Amphitryon has in a rather roundabout way, but 
more briefly than might have been expected, explained 
to Hercules the pressing danger to his family and country 
Hercules makes off to till Lycus While Hercules is thus 
engaged in a duel on the result of which everybody’s life 
depends, the family sit down calmly and listen to a long 
description by Theseus of the Tartarean regions This 
account is not a straight monologue, as Amphitryon from 
time to time puts leading questions about the fauna, and 
the administration and system of justice, of the world 
below Meanwhile, Hercules has (contrary to the usual 
belief that Seneca murders alTTu^ victims in full view of 
the'auHlencey despatcTieH Lycus off-stage At the end of 
the play, when Tuno Has strickerTHercules with madness, 
It IS not at all clear whether he destroys his family on- 
stage or off The slaughter is accompanied by a running 
commentary by Amphitryon, whose business it is to tell 
the audience what is going forward If the children are 
slam in sight of the audience, this commentary is supei- 
fluous. Amphitryon also reports the collapse of Hercules 5 
hut presently Hercules comes to, certainly onstage, and 
spies his dead wife and children. The^hok situ.atlQii'is 

inconceiva ble unles s we ass ume th e play t o have be^n 

com;^ed sol ely f or recitat ion, like other of Seneca’s 
pTays^lt is full of st atements useful only to an audience 
which sees nothing. S eneca’s pla ys mT^tPinT 
pfj^icaTihMels^fo rt ^broadcajtid'dm 

We need not look too closely into the conditions of the 
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age which produced no genuine drama, hut which al- 
lowed this curious freak of non-theatncal drama The 
theatre is a gift which has not been vouchsafed to every 
race, oven of the highest culture It has been given to the 
Hindus, the Japanese, th^ Greeks, the English, the 
French, and the Spanish, at moments, in less measure to 
the Teutons and Scandinavians It was not given to the 
Romans, or generously to their successors the Italians 
The Romans had some success in low comedy, itself an 
adaptation of Greek models, but their instinct turned to 
shows and circuses, as does that of the later race which 
created the Commedia dell’ Arte, which still provides the 
best puppet shows, and which gives a home to Mr 
Gordon Craig No cause can be assigned, for every cause 
demands a further cause It is handy to speak of ‘the 
genius of the language’, and we shall continue to do so, 
hut why did the language adopt that particular genius^ 
At any i ate, we should discourage any criticism which, in 
accounting for the defects and faults of the plays of Seneca, 
made much of the ‘decadence’ of the age of Nero. In the 
verse, yes, Seneca is unquestionably ‘silver age’, or more 
exactly he is not a poet of the rank in Latin, he is far 
infenor to Virgil, hut for tragic drama, it would be a 
gross error to suppose that an earlier and more heroic 
age of Rome could have produced anything better. 
Many of the faults of Seneca which appear ‘decadent’ are, 
after all, merely Roman and (in the narrower sense) Latm 
It is so with the characterization. The characters of 
Seneca’s plays have no subtlety and no ‘pmSe^life’ 
But It would be aS^error to imigine*’t]iaiT:hiy are merely 
cruder and coarser versions of the Greek ongmals. They 
belong to a different race. Their crudity is that which was 
of the Roman, as compared with the Greek, in real life 
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The Roman was much the simpler creature At Best, his 
training was that of devotion to the State, his virtues 
were public virtues The Greek knew well enough the idea 
of the State, but he had also a strong traditional morality 
which constituted, so to speak? a direct relation between 
him and the gods, -without the mediation of the State, and 
he had furthermore a sceptical and heterodox intelli- 
gence Hence the greater efficiency of the Roman, and the 
greater interest of the Greek. Hence the difference be- 
tween Greek Stoicism and Roman Stoicism — the latter 
being the form through which Stoicism influenced later 
Europe We must think of the characters of Seneca as 
offspring of Rome, more than we think of them as off- 
spring of their age 

The drama of Antigone — which Seneca did not 
attempt — could hardly have been transposed for Roman 
sentiment In the drama of Seneca there are no conflicts, 
^ept the cwflict of passion, temper, or appetite with 
the external duties T^e ^erary conse quenc e, therefore, 
IS the tendency which persists in modern Italy, the 
tendency to *rhetoric% and which, on such a large scale, 
a dev elopmen t of language exceed- 
ing the development of sensibility of the people ”Tf you 
compare Catullus with Sappho, or Cicero with Demos- 
thenes, or Thucydides with a Latin historian, you find 
that the genius is the genius of a different language, and 
what is lost IS a gift of sensibility So with Seneca and the 
Greek dramatists Hence we should think of the long 
ranting speeches of Seneca, the beautiful but irrelevant 
descriptions, the smart stichomythia, rather as peculi- 
arities of Latin than as the bad taste of the dramatist. 

The congeniality of Stoicism to the Roman mind is no 
part of my duty to analyse, and it would be futile to 
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attempt to decide what, in the dialogue and charac- 
terization of Seneca’s plays, is due to Stoicism, what due to 
the Roman mind, and what due to the peculiar form 
which Seneca elected What is certain is the existence of a 
large element of Stoicism in the plays, enough to justify 
the belief that the plays and the prose are by the hand of 
the same Seneca In the plays, indeed, the Stoicism is 
present in a form more quickly to catch the fancy of the 
Renaissance than in the prose epistles and essays. Half of 
the commonplaces of the Elizabethans — and the more 
commonplace half — are of Senecan origin. This ethic of 
sententious maxims was, as we shall see, much more 
sympathetic to the temper of the Renaissance than would 
have been the morals of the elder Greek dramatists, the 
Renaissance itself was much more than Greek In 
thelSeeFti^edy, as Nisard and others have pointed out, 
the moralising is not the expression of a con scioug, 
‘system’ of philosophy, the Greek dramatists moralise 
only because morals are woven through and through the 
texture of Ab^ir Jirjgig i^ea. Their morals are a matter of 
feeling trained for generations, t hey are her editary and 
religious, just as their dramatic forms themselves are the 
devSbpment of their early liturgies. Their eth ics^^of 
thought are one with their e^c^o_f_behayiour As the 
dra matic form o f Seneca is no g r owth, but a construction, 
so IS his moral philosophy and that of Roman Stoicism 
in general Whether the Roman scepticism was, as Nisard 
suggests, the result of a too rapid and great expansion 
and mixture of races cancelling each other’s beliefs, rather 
than the product of a lively inquiring intelligence, the 
‘beliefs’ of Stoicism are a consequence of scepticism, and 
the ethic of Seneca’s plays is that of an age which sup- 
plied the lack of moral habits by a system of moral 
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attitudes and poses To this the natural public temper of 
Rome contributed The ethic of Seneca is a matter of 
postures The posture which gives the greatest oppor- 
tunity for effect, hence for the Senecan morality, the 
posture of dying death gives his characters the oppor- 
tunity for their most sententious aphorisms — a hint which 
Elizabethan dramatists were only too leady to follow. 

When all reserves have been made, there is still much 
to be said for Seneca as a dramatist And I am convinced 
that the proper approach to his appreciation and enjoy- 
ment IS not by comparison and contrast — to which, in 
his case, criticism is violently tempted — but by isola- 
tion. I made a careful comparison of the Medea and the 
Hippolytus of Seneca — perhaps his two best plays — 
with the Medea of Euripides and the Phedre of Racine 
respectively, but I do not think that any advantage 
would be gained by reporting the results of this inquiry, 
by contrasting either the dramatic structure or the 
treatment of the title figures Such comparisons have al- 
ready been made , they magnify the defects and obscure 
the merits of the Senecan tragedy. If Seneca is to be 
compared, he should rather be compared for versifica- 
tion, descnptive and narrative power, and taste, with the 
earlier Roman poets The comparison is fair, though 
Seneca comes off rather ill. His prosody is monotonous, 
in spite of a mastery of several metres, his choruses fall 
heavily on the ear Sometimes his chorus rhythms seem 
to hover between the more flexible measuies of his pre- 
decessors and the stiffer but more impressive beat of the 
mediaeval hymn,^ But witlnn the limits of his declama- 

^ E.g O mors amoris una scdamen malij 

O mors pudoris maximum laesi decus 

{Hippolytus^ 1188-89,) 
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tory purpose, Seneca obtains, time after time, magnificent 
effects In^lie veibal coup de theatre no one has ever ex- 
celled him The final cry of Jason to Medea departing 
in hep car is unique, I can think of no other play which 
reserves such a shock for thalast word 

Per alia vada spatia sublimi aethere^ 
testare nullos esse^ qua vehens^ deos ^ 

Again and again the epigrammatic observation on life or 
death is put in the most telling way at the most telling 
moment. It is not only in his brief e}aculations that 
Seneca triumphs. The sixteen lines addressed by the 
chorus to the dead sons of Hercules [Hercules Furens^ I. 
1155 ff), which are exquisitely rendered by the Eliza- 
bethan translator, seem to me highly pathetic The 
descriptive passages are often of great charm, with phrases 
which haunt us more than we should expect The lines 
of Hercules, 

ubi sum > sub ortu solis^ an sub cardine 
glacialis ursae^ 

must have lain long in the memory of Chapman before 
they came out in Bussy d* Ambois as 

^ Here the translator seems to me to have hit on the sense 
Bear witnesse, grace of God is none in place of thy' repayre, 

A modern translator (Professor Miller, editing the Loeh 
Translation text) gives ^hear witness^ where thou ridest, that 
there are no gods\ It seems to me more eiffective if we take the 
meaning to be that there are no gods where [evei ) Medea is, 
instead of a mere outburst of atheism. But the old Farnab^ 
edition observes ^testimonium contra deoruin justitiam, vel 
argumento nullos esse in caelo deos'^, 
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fly where men feel 

The cunning axle-tree^ or those that suffer 
Under the chariot of the snowy Bear 

Though Seneca is long-winded^ he is not diffuse, he is 
capable of great concision, theie is even a monotony of 
forcefulness , but many of his short phrases have for us as 
much oratorical impressiveness as they had for the 
Elizabethans. As (to take an unworn example) the bitter 
words of Hecuba as the Greeks depart 

concidit Virgo ac puer^ 
helium per actum est. 

Even the most sententious sayings of stoical commonplace 
preserve their solemnity in that Latin language which 
carries such thoughts more grandly than could any other. 

Fails agimur, ceditefatis, 
non sollicitae possunt curae 
mutare rati stamina fusi 
quidquid patimur mortale genus^ 
quidquid facimus vemt ex alto^ 
servatque suae decreta colus 
Lachesis nulla revoluta manu 
omnia secto tramite vadunt 
primusque dies dedit extremum. 

[Oedipus^ 980 ff ) 

But to quote Seneca is not criticism, it is merely to 
offer baits to a possible reader, it would indeed be bad 
criticism if we left the impression that these and such as 
these are moments in which Seneca excels himself, and 
which he could not sustain. An essential point to make 
about Seneca is the consistency of his writing, its mam- 
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tenance on one level, below wbicb be seldom falls and 
above which he never mounts Seneca is not one of those 
poets who are to be remembered because they now and 
then rj.se to the tone and the vocabulary of greater poets 
Seneca is wholly himself, what he attempted he executed, 
he created his own genre And this leads us to a considera- 
tion which we must keep m mind in considering his later 
influence whether we can treat him seriously as a 
dramatist Critics are inclined to treat his drama as a 
bastard form But this is an error which critics of the 
drama are in general apt to make, the forms of drama 
are so various that few critics are able to hold more than 
one 01 two in mind in pronouncing )udgment of ^drama- 
tic’ and ‘undramatic’ What is ‘dramatic’? If one were 
saturated in the Japanese Noh, in Bhasa and Kalidasa, in 
Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides, Aristophanes and 
Menander, in the popular mediaeval plays of Europe, in 
Lope de Yega and Calderon, as well as the great English 
and French drama, and if one were (which is impossible) 
equally sensitive to them all, would one not hesitate to 
decide that one form is more dramatic than another? And 
Seneca’s is definitely a ‘form’. It does not fall within 
either of the categories of the defectively dramatic. 
There are the ‘closet dramas’ which are mostly simply 
inferior dramas the plays of Tennyson, Browning, and 
Swinburne (Whether a writer expected his play to be 
played or not is irrelevant, the point is whether it is 
playable ) And there is another, more interesting type, 
where the writer is trying to do something more or 
something different from what the stage can do, but yet 
with an implication of performance, where there is a 
mixture of dramatic and extra-dramatic elements. This is 
a modern and sophisticated form it contains The 
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Dynasts, Goethe’s Faust, and possibly (not having seen 
It played I cannot speak with confidence) Peer Gynt. 
S enec a’s plays do not belong to either of these types as 
I believe^ they are intended for recitation, they .have a 
form of their own, and I believe that they were intended 
for recitation because they are perfectly adapted for leci- 
tation — they are better recited than read And I have 
no doubt — though there is no external evidence — that 
Seneca must have had considerable practice himself in 
reciting the plays. He would have been, therefore, a play- 
wright of as practical experience as Shakespeare or 
Moli^re His form is a practical form, it is even, I suggest, 
a form which might be interesting to attempt in our own 
time, when the revival of the theatre is obstructed by 
some of the difficulties which made the stage an impos- 
sibility in the age of Seneca, 

What lessons the Elizabethans learnt from Seneca, and 
whether they were the same as those which we might 
learn ourselves, is the next subject to consider. But 
whether they profited by the study, or whether they 
admired him and pillaged him to their own detriment, 
we must remember that we cannot justly estimate his 
influence unless we form owe own opinion of Seneca 
first, without bemg influenced by his influence 

II 

The influence of Seneca upon Elizabethan drama has 
received much more attention from scholars than from 
literary critics. The historical treatment has been very 
thorough. The admirable edition of the works of Sir 
^William Alexander, Earl of Stirling, by Kastner and 
Charlton (Manchester University Press, voL i, 1921), has 
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a full acxount of this influence both direct and through 
Italy and France, in this introduction also will be found 
the best bibliography of the subject Dr. F S. Boas, 
especially in his edition of Kyd^s Plays, has treated the 
matter at length Professor J W. Cunhffe’s Influence of 
Seneca on Elizabethan Tragedy (1895) remains, within 
Its limits, the most useful of all books, and Mr Cunliffe 
has handled the question in a more general way in his 
Early English Classical Tragedies, Indirect Senecan 
influences have also been studied in detail, as in Piofessor 
A M Witherspoon’s Influence of Robert Gamier on 
Elizabethan Drama And work which is now being done 
on the earher drama (see Dr A. W. Reed’s recent Early 
Tudor Drama, 1926) will enable us to understand better 
the junction of the Senecan influence with the native 
tradition. It is not fitting that a literary critic should 
retrace all this labour of scholarship, where either his 
dissent or his approval would be an impel tinence, but 
we may benefit by this scholarship to draw certain general 
conclusions. 

The plays of Seneca exerted their influence in several 
ways and to several results. The results are of three mam 
types (1) the popular Elizabethan tragedy ^ (2) the 
‘Senecal’ drama, pseudo-classical, composed by and for a 
small and select body of persons not closely in touch or in 
sympathy with the popular drama of the day, and com- 
posed largely in protest against the defects and mon- 
strosities of that drama, (3) the two Roman tragedies of 
Ben Jonson, which appear to belong between the two 
opposed classes, to constitute an attempt, by an active 
practising playwright, to improve the form of popular 
drama by the example of Seneca, not by slavish imita- 
tion but by adaptation, to make of popular drama a 
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finished work of art As for the ways in which Seneca 
influenced the Elizabethans, it must be remembered that 
these were never simple, and became more complicated 
The Italian and the French drama of the day was already 
penetrated by Seneca. Seneca was a regular part of the 
school curriculum, while Greek drama was unknown to 
all but a few great scholars Every schoolboy with a 
smattering of Latin had a verse or two of Seneca in his 
memory, probably a good part of the audiences could 
recognise the origin of the occasional bits of Seneca 
which are quoted in Latin in some of the popular plays 
(r g, several times by Marston). And by the time that The 
Spanish Tragedy and the old Hamlet had made their 
success, the English playwright was undei the influence 
of Seneca by being under the influence of his own pre- 
decessors Here the influence of Kyd is of the greatest 
importance if Senecan Kyd had such a vogue, that was 
surely the path to facile success for any hard-working 
and underpaid writer 

All that I wish to do is to consider certain misconcep- 
tions of the Senecan influence, which I believe are still 
current in our opinions of Elizabethan drama, although 
they do not appear in works of scholarship For such a 
purpose the contemporary translations possess a particular 
value whether they greatly affected the conception of 
Seneca, or greatly extended his influence, they give a 
reflection of the appearance of Seneca to the English- 
man of the time I do not suggest that the influence of 
Seneca has been exaggerated or diminished in modern 
criticism, but I believe that too much importance has 
been attached to his influence in some directions, and 
too little to his influence in others There is one point 
on which every one is agreed, and hardly more than one 
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the five- act div ision of the modern European play is due 
to _Se^ca What I chiedylJnsH^to consid^ Ins 

responsibility for what has been called since Symonds’ 
day the Tragedy of Blood how far Seneca is the auth or 
of ^ the horro rs which d isfigur e^ Eliz abe tha n d rama , 
lecong^" his re|go nsibiIity* for b ombast in Eliza bethan 
fiction, andjtfc^^is inRuence upon the thought j or what 
passes for thought, m tho"dHmaT)T "Shakespeare and his 
contemporaries It is the firshw h ich l t hin k hasjp 
estimated, t he second misconstr^ d, the third u ndervalu ed. 

Certainly, among all national dramas, the Elizabethan 
tragedies are remarkable for the extent to which they 
employ the horrible and revolting It is true that but for 
this taste and practice we should never have had King 
Lear or The Duchess of Malfy^ so impossible is it to iso- 
late the vices from the virtues, the failures from the 
masterpieces of Elizabethan tragedy We cannot lepre- 
hend a custom but for which one great experiment of the 
human spirit must have been left unmade, even if we 
cannot like it, nor can we wholly deplore anything which 
brings with it some information about the soul And even 
leavi ng Shakespe are apart, the genius of n o ot her race 
could have mani pulated the traged y ^ horror in^the 
”maghificentTarce of Marlowe, or thelnagnificent night- 
mare*~*Of^“WeBiter We'Tnust ^EereTore’’”"^^ two 
measufeF“^'comparison one, that between the baser 
tragedy of the time and the best tragedy of the time, the 
other (which is perhaps a moral measure, the applica- 
tion of which would lead us too far for the present dis- 
cussion) between the tragedy of the time as a whole and 
another tragedy of horror — we think of Dante’s 
Ugolino and the Oedipus of Sophocles — in which, in the 
end, the mind seems to triumph* Here, the question of 
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Seneca’s influence is capital If the taste for horror was a 
result of being trained on Seneca, then it has neither 
justification nor interest, if it was something inherent 
in the people and in the age, and Seneca merely the 
excuse and precedent, then it is a phenomenon of in- 
terest Even to speak of Seneca as offering a precedent and 
excuse is probably to falsify, for it implies that the 
Elizabeth^s would otherwise have been a little uneasy 
in conscience at indulging such taste — which is ridicu- 
lous to suppose. They merely assumed that Seneca’s 
tast e was like the ir own — which is^ndt wholly untrue, 
and that S^eca^repres^Medjthe whole of classical anti- 
quity — whi chjLS qui te false Where Seneca took part is in 
affecting the type of plot, he supported one tendency 
against another But for Seneca, we might have had more 
plays in The Yorkshire Tragedy mould, that is to say, the 
equivalent of the News of the World murder report, 
Seneca^ and particularly the Italianised Seneca, en- 
courag<^d th^ taste for the foieign^ re mote^ or exotic. N o 
doubt The Malta^f Tuus Andromcus would have 

made tEeTiving Seneca shudder with genuine aesthetic 
horror, but his influence helped to recommend work 
with which he had little in common 

When wq je xami ne „ the„ jplAys^of Seneca, the actual 
horrors are not so heinous or so many a s are supposed. 
The inoiFTinpleasantly sangmnary is the Thyestes^ a 
subject which, so far as I know, was not attempted by a 
Greek dramatist. Even here, if the view that the tragedies 
were intended only for recitation is true, the cultivated 
Roman audience were listening to a story which was part 
of their Hellenic culture, and which is in fact a common 
property of folklore. The story was sanctified by time. 
The plots of Elizabethan tragedy were, so far as the 
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audience were concerned, novelties This plot of Thyestes 
IS not employed by any Elizabethan, but the play has un- 
doubtedly more in common with the Tragedy of Blood, 
especially in its early form, than any other of Seneca’s It 
has a particularly tedious Ghost It has, more emphatically 
than any other, the motive of Revenge, unregulatedby any 
divine control or justice. Yet even in the Thyestes the pei - 
formance of the horrors is managed with conventional 
tact, the only visible horror is the perhaps unavoidably 
present^on S the^evidence — the children’s heads in 
a dish- 

The most^ significant popular play under Senecan in- 
fluence is of course The Spanish Tragedy, and the further 
responsibility pf^Kjd for the translation of the pseudo- 
Senecan Cornelia of Gamier has marked him as the 
disciple of Seneca But in The Spanish Tragedy there is 
another element, not always sufficiently distinguished 
from the Senecan, which (though it may have relations 
among the Italian Renaissance progeny of Seneca) allies 
It to something more indigenous The Senecan apparatus, 
it IS true, IS impressive The Ghost, and Revenge, who 
replace the Tantalus and the Fury of the Thyestes, use all 
the infernal allusions — Acheron, Charon, and the rest 
— so dear to Seneca. Temporary insanity is an expedient 
well known to Seneca But in the type of plot there is no- 
thing classical or pseudoclassical at all. Tlot’ in the sense 
in which we find plot in The Spanish Tragedy does not 
exist for Seneca He took a story perfectly well known to 
everybody, and interested his auditors entirely by his em- 
bellishments of description and narrative and by smart- 
ness and pungency of dialogue, suspense and surprise 
attached solely to verbal effects. The Spanish Tragedy, 
like the series of Hamlet plays, including Shakespeare’s, 
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has an affinity to our contemporary detective drama.^ The 
plot of Hieronymo to compass his revenge by the play 
allies It with a small but interesting class of drama which 
certainly owes nothing essential to Seneca that which 
includes Arden of Fever sham^ and The Yorkshire 
Tragedy These two remarkafele plays are both based on 
contemporary or recent crimes committed in England. 
Unless it be the hint of divine retribution in the epilogue 
to Arden^ there is no token of foreign or classical influence 
in these two plays Yet they are bloody enough. The 
husband in The Yorkshire Tragedy kills his two young 
sons, throws the servant downstairs and breaks her neck, 
and nearly succeeds in killing his wife. In Arden of 
Feversham the wife and her conspirators stab the husband 
to death upon the stage — the rest of the play being 
occupied by a primitive but effective police inquiry It is 
only surprising that there are not more examples of this 
type of play, since there is evidence of as lively a public 
interest in police court horrors as there is today One of the 
pieces of evidence is associated with Kyd, it is a curious 
little account of a poisoning case, The Murder of John 
Brewen. (A little later, Dekker was to supply the deficiency 
of penny journalism with his Plague Pamphlets ) In 
Kyd, whether Arden be by him or by an imitator, we find 
the union of Senecan with native elements, to the advan- 
tage of both For the Senecan influence is felt in the 

^ I suggest also that besides Hamlet, Macbeth and to some 
extent Othello among Shakespeare’s major tragedies have this 
Thriller’ interest, whilst it is not introduced into King Lear, 
Antony and Cleopatra, or Coriolanus, It is present in Oedipus 
Tyrannus» 

^ I dissent from Dr. Boas, and agree with that body of 
opinion which attributes Arden to Kyd, e g, Fieay, Robertson, 
Crawford, Dugdale Sykes, Ohphant. 

50 



SENECA IN ELIZABETHAN TRANSLATION 

structure of the play — the structure of The Spanish 
Tragedy is more dramatic than that of Arden or The 
Yorkshire Tragedy^ whilst the material of The Spanish 
Tragedy^ like that of the other two plays, is quite different 
from the Senecan material, and much more satisfying to 
an un4ettered audience * 

The worst that can be ureed against Seneca^ in the 

nimM. Milil I , yji III Mil W* JCL - ^ 

mat ter of responsibility for what i^disgusting in ^iza- 
bethan drama^jj^ that he may have provided the drama- 
tSf v^th a pretext or }ustification for horrors which were 
rmt Senecan _at Jill, fpr^^ich there was certainly a taste, 
and the taste for which would certainly ^iave been 
gratified at that time wlmth^^eneca had ever written or 
™hot. Against my use of The Yorkshire Tragedy^ it may 
be said that this play (the crime in question was com- 
mitted only in 1605) and Arden also were written after 
the success of The Spanish Tragedy ^ and that the taste 
for horrors developed only after it had received Senecan 
licence I cannot prove the contrary But it must be ad- 
mitted that the^ greater number of the hoirorwre such 
as Seneca himself would notTiave tolerated In one of 
the worst““dH^d6rs’^^m:deed:“"oaie ^of^thC stupidest and 
most uninspired plays ever written, a play in which it is 
incredible that Shakespeare had any hand at all, a play 
in which the best passages would be too highly honoured 
by the signature of Peele - — in Titus Andronicus^ — there 
IS nothing really Senecan at all There is a wantonness, 
an irrelevance, about the crimes of which Seneca would 
never have been guilty, Seneca^s Oedipus has the tradi- 
tional justification for blinding himself, and the blinding 
itself IS far less offensive than that in Lear In Titus^ the 

' See J. M. Robertson An Introduction to the Study of i^ie 
Shakespeare Canon^ 
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hei 0 cuts off his own hand in view of the audiencej who 
can also testify to the mutilation of the hands and the 
tongue of Lavinia In The Spanish Tragedy ^ Hieronymo 
bites off his own tongue There is nothing like this in 
Seneca 

But if this IS very unlike Seneca, it is very like the con- 
temporary drama of Italy Nothing could better illustrate 
the accidental character of literary ‘influence* — acciden- 
tal, that IS, with reference to the work exercising the 
influence — than the difference between Senecan drama 
in Italy and in France The French drama is from the be- 
ginning restrained and decorous, to the French drama, 
especially to Gamier, the Senecan drama of Greville, 
Daniel, and Alexander is allied The I^lian is blood- 
thirsty in the extreme Kyd knew both, but it was to the 
Italian that he and Peele yielded thej^elyes with sympa- 
thetic "ReIiglTr'~Tye"‘must remember, too, that Italy had 
developed stagecraft and stage machinery to the highest 
point — for the most sumptuous masques in England, 
Italian managers, engineers and artists were brought 
over, that the plastic arts were much more important in 
Italy than elsewhere, and that consequently the spec- 
tacular and sensational elements of drama were insisted 
upon^ that Italian civilisation had, in short, everything to 
dazzle the imagination of unsophisticated northerners 
emerging into a period of prosperity and luxury. I have 
no first-hand acquaintance with Italian plays of this 
epoch, It is a library which few readers would penetrate 
in pursuit of pleasure, but its character and influence in 
England are well attested It is possible to say that Seneca 
hardly influenced this Italian drama at all, he was made 
use of by it and adopted into it, and for Kyd and Peele he 
was thoroughly Italianised. ------- 
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The Trag^edy^of Blc^d very little^ Senecarij in short, 
though It made much use of Sene^n machinery is 
Italian, and it added an ingenuity of plot 
which is native 

If we wished to find the reason for the sanguinary 
character of much Elizabethan drama — which persists 
to its end — we should have to allow ourselves some daring 
generalizations concerning the temper of the epoch 
When we consider it, and reflect how much more refined, 
how much more classical in the profounder sense, xs that 
earlier popular drama which reached its highest point m 
Everfman^ I cannot but think that the change is due to 
some fundamental release of restraint The tastes gratified 
are always latent they were then gratified by the drama, 
as they are now gratified by crime reports in the daily 
press It IS no more reasonable to make Seneca responsible 
for this aspect of Elizabethan drama than it is to connect 
Aeschylus or Sophocles with Jude the Obscure I am not 
sure that the latter association has not been made, 
though no one supposes that Hardy prepared himself by 
close application to the study of Greek drama 

It IS pertinent to inquire, in this context, what was the 
influence of Seneca, in the way of horrors, npon the small 
body of ‘Senecar dramatists who professionally imitated 
him But this collation is relevant also to the question of 
Seneca’^s influence upon language, so that before making 
tHecSmpanson we may considS' this latter question next 
Here, the gr eat influen ce of Senec^^i^mquestio^ble 
(Quotation after quotationTpSairerE^ter paralleT, may^be 
adduced^ the inbsrconipmoui^afe^^er 
Influence of Seneca, others in Lucas’s Seneca and Eliza^ 
bethan Tragedy. So great is this influence that we can say 
neither that it was good nor that it was bad, for we cannot 
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imagine what Elizabethan dramatic verse would have been 
without It* The direct influence is restricted to the group 
of Marlowe and to Marston , Jonson and Chapman are, 
eacHm his own way, more sophisticated and independent, 
"the later or Jacobean dramatists, Middleton, Webster, 
Tourneur, Ford, Beaumont and Fletcher, found their 
language upon their own predecessors, and chiefly upon 
Shakespeare. But none of these authors hesitated to draw 
upon Seneca when occasion served, and Chapman owes 
much, both good and bad, of his dramatic style to his 
admiration for Seneca. No better examples can be found, 
however, of plays which, while not Senecan in form, are 
yet deeply influenced by Seneca in language, than the 
True Tragedy of Richard Duke of York^ and the Shake- 
spearean Richard 11 and Richard III These, with the 
work of Kyd and that of Marlowe and of Peele, and several 
of the plays included in the Shakespeare Apocrypha, 
have a great deal in common. 

The precise pilferings and paraphrases have been 
thoroughly catalogued by the scholars I have mentioned, 
and others, hardly a dramatist, between Kyd and Mas- 
singer, IS not many times indebted to Seneca Instead of 
repeating this labour, I prefer to call attention to his uni- 
versal influence No t only th e evolut ion of the dramatic 
structure^. bu t.th e^eyoljitiQn of the blank verse cadence, 
took p lac e u nd er the shadow of S^eneca, it is hardly too 
much to say that S hakespeare could not have formed the 
verse instrument which he left to his successors, Webster, 
Massinger, Tourneur, Ford, and Fletcher, un less he had 
received an instr ument already highly developed by the 
genius o f Marlowe andT ReTnfnmncensf^^^ 
verse before 1 600, or thereabouts, is a crude form of music 
compared to blank verse after that date, but its progress 
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in fifteen years had been astonishing. In the first place, I 
believe that the establishment of blank verse as the 
vehicle otdrama, instead of the old fourteener, or the 
heroic couplet, or (what might have happened) a par- 
ticular form of prose rh3rthm, receiv ed cpnsiderabje sup- 
port from Its being obviously t^ejiearest equivalent to the 
soIemnit^nS weight of the Senecan iambic A compan- 
ion of the trotting ihetre^of our translations with Smrey’s 
translation of Viigil will show, I think, that while the 
former has undeniable poetic charms of its own, the latter 
would reveal more resources to the ear of the dramatist 
The pre-Marlowe versification is competent, but ex- 
tiemely monotonous, it is literally a monotone^ containing 
none of the musical counterrhythms which Marlowe 
introduced, nor the rhythms of individual speech which 
were later added 

When this eternal substance of my soul 
Did live imprisoned in my wanton fleshy 
Each in their function serving otheEs need, 

I was a courtier in the Spanish court 

(Prologue, Spanish Tragedy, xxx ) 

But to illustrate the early use of this metre under 
Senecan influence, a worse play serves our purpose better 5 
the Senecan content justifies our quoting at some length 
from Locrine, an early play^ of no ment whatever. Here 
IS the Revival of Learning in the brain of a fourth-rate 
playwright 

^ Usually attributed to Greene, and dated about 1585 (see 
Biooke, Shakespeare Apocrypha) Neither authorship nor date 
is important for my purpose the play was obviously written 
by some one who had not yet experienced the influence oi 
Marlowe. 
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HUMBER. 

Where may I find some desert wilderness^ 

Where I may breathe out curses as I would, 

And scare the earth with my condemning voice, 

Where every echo's repercussion 
May help me to bewail rdine overthrow, 

And aid me in my sorrowful laments^ 

Where may I find some hollow uncouth rock, 

Where I may damn, condemn, and ban my fill 
The heavens, the hell, the earth, the air, the fire, 

And utter curses to the concave shy, 

Which may infect the airy regions, 

And light upon the Brittain Locrinds head^ 

You ugly sprites that in Cocytus mourn, 

And gnash your teeth with dolorous laments 
You fearful dogs that in black Lethe howl, 

And scare the ghosts with your wide open throats 
You ugly ghosts that, fly mg from these dogs, 

Do plunge yourselves in Puryflegiton 
Come, all of you, and with your shrinking notes 
Accompany the BrittairCs conquering host 
Come, fierce Erynnys, horrible with snakes, 

Come, ugly Furies, armed with your whips. 

You threefold judges of black Tartarus, 

And all the army of you hellish fiends. 

With newfound torments rack proud Locrinds bones ^ 
O gods, and stars f damned be the gods and stars 
That did not drown me in fair Thetis' plains^ 

Curst be the sea, that with outrageous waves, 

With surging billows did not rive my ships 
Against the rocks of high Cerannia, 

Or swallow me into her wafry gulf 
Would God we had arriv'd upon the shore 
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Where Polyphemus and the Cyclops dwells 

Or where the bloody Anthropophagi 

With greedy jaives devours the wandering wights^ 

Enter the ghost of albanact 

But why comes Alhanacds bloody ghost. 

To bring a corsive to our miseries^ 

Ish not enough to suffer shameful flight, 

But we must be tormented now with ghosts, 

With apparitions fearful to behold^ 

GHOST 

Revenge ^ revenge for bloodt 
HUMBER 

So nought will satisfy your wand^ ring ghost 
But dire revenge, nothing hut HumbeB sfall, 

Because he conquered you in Albany 

Now, by my soul, Humber would be condemned 

To TantaVs hunger or Ixiords wheel, 

Or to the vulture of Prometheus, 

Rather than that this murder were undone 
When as I die Til drag thy cursed ghost 
Through all the rivers of foul Erebus, 

Through burning sulphur of the Limho-lake, 

To allay the burning fury of that heat 
That rageth in mine everlasting soul 

GHOST. 

Vmdicta, vindicta. [Exeunt 

This IS the proper Ercles ‘bombast, ridiculed by Shake- 
speare, Jonson, and Nashe From this, even to Tambur- 
lame, xs a long way, it is too absurdly distorted to serve 
even as a burlesque of Seneca, but the metre has some- 
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thing Senecan about it From such verse there is a long 
distance to the melodies of 

Now coines my lover tripping like a roe^ 

And b? mgs my longings tangled in her hair 
or 

Welcome^ my son who are the violets now 
That strew the green lap of the new-come spring^ 
or 

But lookj the morn^ in russet mantle clad^ 

Walks o'er the dew of yon high eastern hill 

that IS to saj, to the lyrical phase of blank verse, before 
Shakespeare had analysed it into true dramatic differen- 
tiation , It belongs to the first or declamatory phase But 
this declamation is in its impulse, if not in its achieve- 
ment, Senecan, and progress ivas made, not by rejection, 
but by dissociating this type of verse into products with 
special pioperties. 

The next stage also was reached with the help of a hint 
from Sennea Several scholars, Butler in particular, have 
called attention to a tnek of Seneca of rep eating one word 
of a phrase in ^e nex t phrase, especially in slichom}l:hia, 
where^ie sentence of one speaker is caught up and 
twisted by the next. This was an effective stage trick, 
but It IS something more 5 it is the crossing of one 
rhythm pattern with another 

— Sceptrone nostro famulus est potior tibi ^ 

— Quot iste famulus tradidit reges neci 
— Cur ergo regi servit et patitiir lugum > 

{Hercules ) 

Seneca also gets a kind of double pattern by breaking up 
lines into minimum antiphonal units 
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Rex est timendus 

Rex meusfuerat pater 


Non metuis ar ma ^ 


Sint licet terra edita 


Moriere 


Cupio 

Profuge 


Medea^ 


Flam, 


Mater es 


Paenituitfugae 


Cm sim vides 

{Medea^ 168 ff) 


A man like Marlowe^ or even men with less scholarship 
and less genius for the use of words than he, could hardly 
have failed to learn something from this At any rate, I 
believe that the study of Seneca had its part in the forma- 
tion of vei se like the following 


— Wrong not her birth ^ she is of royal blood 
— To save her life^ Vll say she is not so 
— Her life is safest only in her birth 
— And only in that safety died her brothers 

It is only a step (and a few lines further) to the pun 


Cousins^ indeed, and by their uncle cozenA 


Some of the eEects in such plays as Richard 11 and Richard 
III are indeed of pre-Marlowe origin, as 

I had an Edward, till a Richard kilVd him, 

I had a Henry, till a Richard kilVd him, 

Thou haclst an Edward, till a Richard kilVd him, ^ 
Thou hadst a Richard, till a Richard kilVdhim 
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which IS ah eady in even Locrine^ as 

The boisterous Boreas thundreth forth Revenge^ 

The stony rocks cry out on sharp revenge^ 

The thorny hush pronounceth dire r evengCj 

hut in the following lines from Clarence’s Dream we see 
an immense advance over Locrine in the use of infernal 
machinery 

I pass‘d dy mcthought^ the melancholy floods 
With that grim ferry man which poets write of^ 

Unto the kingdom of perpetual night 

The first that there did greet my stranger soul, 

Was my greatfather-indaw, renowned Warwick, 
Who cried aloud, ‘ What scourge for perjury 
Can this dark monaichy afford false Clarence^'^'^ 

The ‘kingdom of perpetual night’ and the last two lines 
are a real approximation in English to the magnificence 
of Senecan Latin at its best, they are far fiom being a 
mere burlesque The best of Seneca has heie been ab- 
sorbed into English, 

In Richard 11, which is usually dated a little earlier 
than Richard 111, I find such interesting variations of 
versification that I am convinced that it is a slightly later 
play, 2 or else that there is more of Shakespeare in it. 
There is the same play of words * 

1 1 once expressed the opinion that these lines must be by 
Shakespeare I am not so confident now. See J M. Robertson: 
The Shakespeare Canon, Part II, 

2 I do not deny that some parts, or some lines, of Richard 
111 are later than Rickard II. Both plays may have undergone 
Revision from time to time, and in any case must be dated 
near together. 
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Give Richard leave to live till Richard die. 

A hf'ittle glory shineth in his face ^ 

As brittle as the glory is the face 

but there is less stichomythiaj less mere repetition, and a 
dexterity in retaining and developing the same rhythm 
with greater fi eedom and less obvious calculation (See the 
long speeches of Richaid in Act in, sc ii and sc in, 
and compare with the more carefully balanced verses 
of Queen Margaret's tirade in Richard Ilf Act iv, 
sc iv ) 

When blank verse has reached this point, and passed 
into the hands of its greatest master, there is no need to 
look for fresh infusions of Seneca He has done his work 
and the one influence on later dramatic blank verse is the 
influence of Shakespeare Not that later dramatists do not 
make great use of Seneca's plays Chapman uses him, 
and employs the old machinery 5 but Seneca's influence 
on Chapman was chiefly on Chapman's Thought’ Jonson 
uses Seneca deliberately, the superb prologues of Envy 
and Sylla's Ghost are adaptations of the Senecan ghost- 
prologue form, not an inheritance from Kyd Massinger, 
a most accomplished dramatist and versifier, sometimes 
falls back most lamentably upon ghosts and spectacles 
But the verse is formed, and Seneca no further responsible 
for its vices or virtues. 

Certaiidy, pizajiethan bombast can be traced to Seneca 5 
Elizabethans themselves ridicuIedTHelS’enecan imitation. 
But if we reflect, not on the more grotesque exaggera- 
tions, hut on the dramatic poetry of the fust half of the 
period, as a whole, we see that Seneca had as much to do 
with its merits and its progiess as with its faults and its 
delays. Certainly it is all Thetoncd', but if it had not been 
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rhetoncal, would it have ^eon anything? Certainly it is a 
relief to turn hack to the austei e, close language of Every- 
man^ the simplicity of the mysteries , but if new influences 
had not entered^ old orders decayed, would the language 
not have left some of its greatest resources unexplored? 
Without jbombast, we should'^not have had Kmg Lear 
The art of dramatic language, we must remember, is as 
near to or ato:^ as to ordinary speech or to other poetry If 
the Elizabethans distorted, and tiavestied Seneca m some 
ways, if they learned from him tricks and devices which 
they applied mth inexpert hands, they also learned from 
him the essentials of declaimed verse Their subsequent 
pro gress is a pro cess of splitting up the primitive rhetoric, 
developing out of it subtler poetry and £ubder tones of 
conversation, eventually mingling, as no other school of 
dramatists has doneTLEdhratoricaT, the£Qnve rsatiQnak jthe 
elaborate and the siiii^p, the direcC and the induect^ so 
that they were able to mTfe”jpLys whicir can still be 
vi^e3ras~;^a;^yvq^ and which can still be read 

It is improper to pass from the questions of Seneca’s 
influence upon the Tragedy of Blood and upon the lan- 
guage of the Elizabethans without mentioning the group 
of 'SenecaF plays, largely produced under the aegis of the 
Countess of Pembroke The history of this type of play 
belongs rather to the history of scholarship and culture 
than to the history of the Drama it begins in a sense with 
the household of Sir Thomas More, and therefore is 
doubly allied to the present subject by Jasper Heywood, 
It IS continued in the conversations at Cambridge of Mr 
Ascham, Mr. Watson, and Mr (later Sir John) Cheke 
The first to attack openly the common stage was Sir 
Philip Sidney, whose words are well known 
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‘Our Tragedies and Comedies (not without cause cried 
out against), observing rules neither of honest civility nor 
of skilful Poetry, excepting Gorboduc (againe, I say, of 
those that I have seen), which notwithstanding, as it is 
full of stately speeches and well sounding Phrases, climb- 
ing to the height of Seneca his style, and as full of notable 
morality, which it doth most delightfully teach, and so 
obtain the very end of Poesie, yet in troth it is very 
defections in the circumstances, which grieveth me, be- 
cause It might not remain as an exact model of all 
Tragedies Foi it is faulty both in place and time, the two 
necessary companions of all corporal actions But if it 
be so in Gorboduc ^ how much more in all the rest, where 
you shall have Asia of the one side, and Afric of the other, 
and so many other under-kingdoms, that the Player, 
when he cometh m, must ever begin with telling where 
he is or else the tale will not be conceived? Now ye shall 
have three Ladies walk to gather flowers, and then we 
must believe the stage to be a Garden By and by, we 
hear news of shipwrack in the same place, and then we 
are to blame if we accept it not for a Rock ’ 

It was after Sidney’s death that his sister, the Countess 
of Pembroke, tried to assemble a body of wits to compose 
drama in the proper Senecan style, to make head against 
the popular melodrama of the time Great poetry should 
be both an art and a diversion, in a large and cultivated 
public hke the Athenian it can be both, the shy recluses 
of Lady Pembroke’s circle were bound to fail But we 
must not draw too sharp a line of separation between the 
careful workman who laboured to create a classical drama 
in England and the hurried purveyors of playhouse silc- 
cesses the two worlds were not without communication, 
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and the work of the earlier Senecals was not without fruit 

With the part played by the Tenne Tragedies m this 
Senecan tradition I shall deal in the next section of this 
essay Here, I msh only to call attention to certain chai ac- 
teristics of Senecal Ti agedy in its final fornij in the work 
of Greville, Daniel, and Alexander I would only remind 
the reader that these final Senecal plays were written after 
any real hope of altering or reforming the English stage 
had disappeared In the early Elizabethan years appeared 
a succession of tragedies, mostly performed by the Inns 
of Court, and therefore not popular productions, which 
might in faTOurable circumstances have led to a living 
Senecan drama Notably, Gorboduc (mentioned by 
Sidney above), Jocasta^ and Gismond of Salerne (three 
of the four plays contained in Cunliffe’s Early English 
Classical Tragedies). When The Spanish Tragedy ap- 
peared (with, as I have suggested, its particularly non- 
classical element) these feeble lights were snuffed out I 
pass on to the finished Senecal product, because I am only 
concerned to elicit the effect of Seneca upon his sedulous 
admirers and imitators who professed to be, and were, 
men of taste and culture 

The Monarchic Tragedies of Alexander, Earl of Stirling, 
are the last on our list, composed under the auspices of the 
scholarly King James L They are poor stuff I imagine 
that they are more important in the history of the Union 
than in the history of the Drama, since they represent 
the choice, by a Scotsman of accidental eminence, to 
write verse in English instead of in Scots. Their faults are 
the faults of the other plays of the group, but they have 
not the virtues of the others The two plays of Fulke 
Greville, Lord Brooke, the friend and biographer of 
Sidney, have some magnificent passages, especially in the 
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choruses , Greville had a true gift for sententious declama- 
tion But they have much dullness also, and they do not 
imitate Seneca nearly so faithfully as either those of 
Alexander or those of Daniel Gie villa not only cannot 
stick to one chorus, but ynll introduce, on one occasion, a 
chorus of ‘Bashas or Caddies’, and after the next act, a 
chorus of ‘Mahometan Priests’, he introduces the still 
more doubtful practice of supernatural figures, a ‘dialogue 
of Good and Evil Spirits’, or even a chorus of two allegori- 
cal figures, ‘Time and Eternity’ (ending indeed with the 
fine line spoken by Eternity I am the measure of felicity) 
The best, the best sustained, the most poetic and the most 
lyrical, are two tragedies of Samuel Daniel Cleopatra 
and Philotas. They contain many lovely passages, they 
are readable all through, and they are well built 

Now, in comparison with the supposed influence of 
Seneca on the barbarity of Elizabethan tragedy, and his 
supposed bad influence upon the language, what do we 
find in the plays of those who took him as their model in 
their attack upon the popular stage, in that attack in which 
Daniel, in his dedication of Cleopatra to the Countess 
of Pembroke, declared himself the foe of ‘Gross Bar- 
barism’? Deaths there are, of course, but there is none of 
these tragedies that is not far more restrained, far more 
discreet and sober, not only than the Tragedy of Blood, 
but than Seneca himself Characters die so decently, 
so remote from the stage, and the report of their deaths is 
wrapped up in such long speeches by messengers stuffed 
with so many moral maxims, that we may read on un- 
aware that any one concerned in the play has died at all 
Where the popular playwrights travestied Seneca’s melo- 
drama and his fury, the Senecals travesty his reserve and 
his decorum And as for the language, that, too, is a 
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different interpretation of Seneca. How vague are our 
notions of bombast and rhetoiic when they must include 
styles and vocabulaiies so different as those of Kyd and 
Hamel ’ It is by opposite excesses that Senecals and popular 
dramatists attract the same reproach. The language of 
Daniel is pure and restrained , the vocabularly choice, the 
expression clear, there is nothing far-fetched, conceited, 
or perverse 

CLEOPATRA. 

What^ hath my face yet power to win a Lover ^ 

Can this tome remnant serve to grace me so^ 

That It can Caesar'^s secret plots discover^ 

What he intends with me and mine to do^ 

Why then^ poor beauty^ thou hast done thy last, 

And best good service thou could^st do unto me. 

For now the time of death reveoTd thou hast, 

Which in my life did^st serve but to undo me 

The first two lines are admirable, the rest are good 
serviceable lines , almost any passage from Cleopatra is as 
good, and some are far better The whole thing is in ex- 
cellent taste Yet we may ponder the fact that it would 
not have made the slightest difference, to the formation 
of our Augustan poetry, if Daniel and his fi lends had 
never written a line, that Dryden and Pope are nearer 
allied to — Cowley 5 and that they owe more to Marlowe 
than to the purest taste of the sixteenth century. Daniel 
and Greville are good poets, and there is something to be 
learned from them, but they, and Sir John Davies who 
somewhat resembles them, had no influence The only 
one of Lady Pembroke’s heroes who had influence is 
Edmund Spenser. 
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Within the limits of an essay it is impossible to do more 
than touch on the influence of Seneca upon the ‘thought’ 
of the Elizabethans, or more exactly, upon their attitude 
toward life so far as it can be formulated in words I 
would only say enough, at this point, to remind the 
reader that Seneca’s influence upon dramatic form, upon 
versification and language, upon sensibility, and upon 
thought, must in the end be all estimated together, they 
cannot he divided How the influence oLSeneca is^elated, 
jm the Elizabethan mindTwitir other influences, perhaps 
those of Montaigne and Machiavelh, I do not know, and 
I think it is“¥’suB]ect still tohe investigated But the fre- 
quency with which quota tion from Seneca, or a thought 
or figure ultim^ely derived from Seneca, is empbyed in 
Elizabethan plays whenever a moral reflection is required, 
is tod re^mkabl^o hdi^ndfed^ ahTwhen an Ehzab ethan 
hero or villain dies^he^jLis]^Uy_di^^^^^ odour of 
Seneca, These facts are known to scholars , but if known, 
they are usually ignored by literary critics. In a com- 
parison of Shakespeare with Dante, for instance, it is 
assumed that Dante leant upon a system of philosophy 
which he accepted whole, whereas Shakespeare created 
his own* or that Shakespeare had acqmred some extra- 
or ultra-intellectual knowledge superior to a philosophy. 
This occult kind of information is sometimes called 
‘spiritual knowledge’ or ‘insight’. Shakespeare and Dante 
were both merely poets (and Shakespeare a dramatist as 
well) , our estimate of the intellectual material they ab- 
sorbed does not affect our estimate of their poetry, either 
absolutely or relatively to each other But it must affect 
our vision of them and the use we make of them, the fact 
that Dante, for inst ance^ hMhehmdJiim.an^ and 
Shakespeare behind him a Seneca. Perhaps it was 
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Shakespeare’s special role in history to hare effected this 
peculiar union — perhaps it is a part of his special 
eminence to have expressed an inferior philosophy in the 
greatest poetry. It is certainly one cause of the teiror and 
awe with which he inspires us 

r 

Omnia certo tramite vadunt 
primusque dies dedit extremum 
non ilia deo vertisse licet 
quae nexa suis currunt causis 
It cuique ratus prece non ulla 
mobilis ordo 

multis ipsum timuisse nocet 
multi adfatum venere suum 
dum fata timent 

Compare with Edward III ^ Act sc iv (see Cunliffe, In- 
fluence of Seneca^ p. 87), and with Measure for Measure^ 
Act III, sc 1 And 

Men must endure 

Their going hence^ even as their coming hither^ 
Ripeness is all ^ 

^ Mr. F L Lucas, in his Seneca and Elizabethan Tragedy' ^ 
says (p, 122) ‘But it must be said once for all about the bulk 
of Shakespeare’s supposed borrowings from Seneca, that one 
grows more and more sceptical,’ What has been said once for 
all IS not for me to dispute, but I would point out that I am 
not here concerned with Shake speare’s ‘borrowings’ (where I 
am inclined to agree) but with Shakespeare as the voice of his 
time, and this voice in poetry is, mjth^mo^tjpn^s imttgrs of 
life and de^h, most^^gRjdie.**vmc£L.oLj^^ I subscribe to 
tEe^dbiervation of Cunliffe {op cit p 85) ‘ We ha ve fin .King 
Eear'l S ene ca’s hopeless fatalism , no t only m_th e catastr ophe, 
but repeatedly brougTit forward inthe course of the play.’ 

As flies to wanton hoys are we to the godsj 
They kill us for their spor t, 
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III 

The Tenne Tragedies were translated and printed 
separately over a space of about eight years, with the ex- 
ception of the Thehats, which was translated by Newton 
in 1581 to complete the work for his edition of the whole 
The order and dates of the several translations are of 
interest The first and best of the translators was Jasper 
Heywood ^ his Troas was printed in 1559, his Thyestes 
in 1560, his Hercules Furens in 1561 The Oedipus by 
Alexander Nevyle (translated 1560) was printed in 1565. 
In 1566 appeared the Octavia of Nuce, the Agamemnon^ 
MedeUy and Hercules Oetaeus of Studley in 1566, and the 
Hippolytus of Studley probably in 1567. About fourteen 
years then elapsed before Newton produced his complete 
edition, and it may be presumed that he translated the 
Thebais for that purpose. ^ 

It has never been supposed, in spite of the acid taunt 
of Nashe, that any of the Elizabethan dramatists owe any 
great debt to these translations ^ Most of the playwrights, 
as I have intimated before, may be supposed to have had 
a smattering of Seneca at school, two of the popular 
dramatists who exercised a decisive influence at an im- 
portant moment — Kyd and Peele — were acquainted 
with several languages, and therefore themselves sub- 

^ Sometime Fellow of All Souls College, and later an eminent 
Jesuit, but chiefly remembered as the uncle of John Donne 
Much information about He3rwood and his family is contained 
in A W. Reed^s Early Tudor Drama, 

® These facts are given succinctly in Cunliffe’s Influence of 
Seneca The slight textual differences between the early editions 
and that of 1581 are given by E M. Spearing The Elizabethan 
Translations of Seneca^ s Tragedies, 

® See E M Spearing op, cit 
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jected to several influences But if we look at the dates we 
cannot overlook the probability that these translations 
helped to direct the course of events They (all but one) 
appeared between 1559 and 1566 The first plays of 
Senecan form which could be called popular were 
Sackville and Norton’s GorhoduCy which appeared in 
1561, Gascoyne’s Jocasta in 1566, and Gismond of 
Salerne in 1567 We must also take account, of course, of 
the fact that plays of Seneca, and plays in imitation of 
Seneca, were being produced in Latin at the Universi- 
ties ^ The Troades was performed in Latin at Trinity 
College, Cambridge, in 1551 Trinity resumed its enter- 
prise in 1559 — the year of Heywood’s Troas — and be- 
tween 1559 and 1561 the College produced in Latin four 
plays of Seneca And during the ’sixties the two Uni- 
versities first, and the Inns of Court subsequently, com- 
posed and performed a number of Latin plays on the 
Senecan model This would have occurred, no doubt, 
even had Heywood never translated Seneca at all But 
there can be little doubt that his translations indicate a 
nascent interest in a new vernacular drama to vie with 
classical drama, and that they in turn stimulated the 
beginning of this drama At the same busy moment took 
place another event of capital importance, which com- 
bined with this Senecan work to produce English tragedy. 
In 1557 came the publication of Surrey’s translation of 
Book II of the Aeneidy in the new 'blank verse’, the in- 
strument without which the Elizabethan drama would 
have been impossible The first-fruits, GorboduCy are in- 
considerable , but this play marks a new epoch, theie is 

^ For a convenient summary of the Senecan movement 
throughout Europe, and particularly in England, see Kastner 
and Charlton’s edition of Alexander, above mentioned. 
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no clearer division in the whole of English literature 

We have, in fact, within a period of about forty years, 
three distinct phases in the development of English 
tragedy the fust, from 1559 to some time in the early 
’eighties, IS announced by Heywood’s translations, the 
second is the period in which flourished Kyd and Peeie, 
both of whom came to be influenced by the sudden and 
soon extinguished genius of Marlowe, the third is the 
period of Shakespeare up to his culminating tragedies 
Then follows a period of Jacobean drama which belongs 
not so much to Shakespeare, although Shakespeare’s last 
plays fall within the first years of it, as to Beaumont and 
Fletcher it is the period, not typically of tragedy, but of 
tragicomic romance 

In the preceding section I insisted upon the difference 
between Seneca’s influence upon popular drama and his 
influence upon those fastidious spirits, the Senecals, who 
tried to observe Ins dramatic laws But this difference of 
tendency is hardly apparent in the first period, or until 
the appearance of Kyd and Peeie During this period the 
fashions set at the Universities were followed at the 
Inns of Court The plays produced by the legal wits were 
sometimes acted at the Queen’s Court, with which, in- 
deed, the Inns had a kind of formal connection. And in 
turn the plays produced at the Royal Court affected the 
more popular drama ^ Gorboduc is followed by Gismond 
of Salerne^ and Gismond later by the popular and 
atrocious Locrine (in which Peeie almost certainly had a 
heavy hand) , The Misfortunes of Arthur was probably 
too tardy to play much part in the transition Another 
play of importance, which shows the persistence of the 

^ See J. M. Manly’s introduction (p. v) to F. S. Miller’s trans- 
lation of The Tragedies of Seneca (1907), 
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influence from the Universities upon popular drama, is 
Legge’s Richardus Tertius^ a Latin chronicle play acted 
at St John's College, Cambridge, in 1575, and apparently 
repeated in 1579 and 1582 This play is the parent of The 
True Tragedy of Richard ///, and consequently of the 
entire brood of chronicle plays 

Another point which I have already considered, but 
which must be mentioned here in a different context, is 
the relation of Seneca to Italian Seneca, and of both to the 
native tendencies of the time, Italian Seneca is not con- 
spicuous until the period of Kyd and Peelej but even 
among the translations of Heywood we can find evidence 
that he was to be by no means unwelcome Besides other 
peculiarities of these translations which we must examine, 
there is an interesting addition made by He3nvood to the 
Troas In the play of Seneca Achilles' Ghost makes no 
appearance, it is merely mentioned as having been seen. 
The play was the first to be translated, and there is some 
reason for believing that the translation was intended to be 
played. The ‘divers andsundrye' additions which Heywood 
invents render this supposition all the more plausible, for 
they are such as a translator would be much more likely 
to make if he had a performance in view, than if his trans- 
lation were intended only for reading, in the latter event 
he might he expected to stick pretty closely to the text 
Between the second and third acts of the Troas Heywood 
allows himself the liberty of interpolating a new scene 
of his own invention, which is a long soliloquy in thirteen 
stanzas by the Ghost of Achilles. And this independent 
‘Sprite' rants in a tone which hai'dly Peele could outdo* 

From burning lakes the furies wrath I threate^ 

And fire that nought but streames ofhloud may slake 

52 



SENEGA IN ELIZABETHAN TRANSLATION 


The rage of wind and seas their shippes shall beate^ 

And Ditis deepe on you shall vengeance take^ 

The sprites crye ou% the earth and seas do quake^ 

The poole of Styx ungratefull Greekes it seath^ 

With slaughtred blond revenge Achilles'^ death 

It IS to be observed that Nevyle and Studley both joined 
Inns of Court, that Nevyle came there to know Gascoyne, 
the author of Jocasta^ and that Heywood knew, or at 
least knew of, Sackville and Norton before they had 
written Gorboduc The impulse toward the Tragedy of 
Blood IS already present in these translators, and they do 
not hesitate to add or to alter, the distortion of Seneca 
begins in his ti anslation 

It IS not only as an embryonic form of Elizabethan 
tragedy that these translations have documentary in- 
terest They represent the transformation of the older 
form of versification into the new — consequently the 
transformation of language and sensibility as well Few 
things that can happen to a nation are more important 
'than the invention of a new form of verse And at no 
other time, and to no other country than England at that 
time, has such an achievement as that of Henry Howard, 
Earl of Surrey, had greater consequences To the French 
or to the Italians it could not have mattered so much. 
Their sensibility had already learned to express itself in 
large part in prose* Boccaccio and Machiavelli in one 
country, and the chroniclers — Froissart, JoinviLle, Corn- 
mines — in the other, had already done a great work in 
forming the local mind. But the Elizabetha n mind, far 
more than the contemporary min^ii^ny other country, 

Its prose. The development of pros^between Elyot and 
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Bacon is certainly remarkable 5 but a comparison of style 
between, say, Latimer and Andrewes shows a slower rate 
of change than the same space of time in verse, 01 the 
same space of time in prose in the next centuiy On the 
othei hand, a study of the styles, the syntax, and the 
cadences of blank verse from Gorboduc to Shakespeare, 
and even after Shakespeare in the woik of Webster and 
Tourneur, brings to light a process which is wholly 
astonishing 

The Tenne Tragedies must have shown conclusively to 
the most sensitive contemporary ears that the fourteener 
had had its day, it was certain that the verse of Surrey’s 
Aeneid was in every way the verse in which to render the 
dignity and pomposity of the Senecan rhythm And the 
slower iambic pentameter brought with it an alteration 
in vocabulary The fourteener had seived very well in 
rough comedy, it runs jollily in Roister Doister and 
Gammer Gurtoii It is no vehicle for solemn ti agedy, and 
the miracle is that Heywood and Studley made as good a 
job with it as they did The fourteener, and the kindred 
loose metres of the interlude, are not adapted to a highly 
Latinised vocabulary, they are adapted to a vocabulary 
containing a large proportion of short words and mono- 
syllables of Germanic origin, a vocabulary which must 
have come to seem, as it seems to us, rather clownish, if 
fresh and vigorous. The language of early Tudor times 
is indeed in some ways a deterioration from the language 
of Chaucer One reason for this is no doubt the change in 
pronunciation, the suppression of syllables, the melody of 
the older tongue had gone, and with this melody much of 
its dignity, new rhythms, and new infusions from abroad, 
were very much needed At first, in fact, the innovations 
overpowered the language , the Elizabethan bombast was 
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a verbaLeven morejh^an an emotional debaucb , it was not 
ui^l the piose of Prx^n_and^j)bbes that "English 
settled down to something like sobriety. 

In the IlidE oi Chapman we see new wine bursting old 
bottles^ the poem is a magnificent tour deforce in which 
Chapman sometimes succeeds in fitting the new voca- 
bulary to the old ‘sti etched’ metre But it is, consequently, 
a poem of brilliant passages rather than sustained success 
Hey wood and Studley — particularly Studley — make no 
such attempt their fourteener is early, not late Tudor, it 
IS a different thing from Chapman’s Only in the penta- 
meter rhymed choruses does their sensibility become 
more modern, the contrast between their dialogue and 
their chorus verse is interesting Here is a random bit of 
Studley 

O wanny jaios of Blache Averne^ eake Tartar dungeon 
grim, 

O Lethes Lake of woful Soules the joy that therein 
swimmey 

And eake ye glummy Gulphes destroy ^ destroy me wicked 
wight 

And still in pit of pangues let me be plunged day and 
night 

NoWj now^ come up ye Goblins grim from water creekes 
alow . 

The ma3ority of the rhyme words are monosyllables The 
most sonorous and canorous Latin names aie truncated 
(it remained for Marlowe to discover, and Milton to 
perfect, the musical possibilities of classical names almost 
to the point of incantation) Alliteration, in as primitive a 
form as that of Piers Plowman^ is constant For instance, 
Heywood has 
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shal Sisyphus his stone 

That slipper resiles rollyng payse uppon my backe be 
borne^ 

Or shal my lymmes with swifter swinge of whirling wkele 
be torne^ 

Or shal my paynes be Tytius panges tK encreasing liver 
stilly 

Whose growing guttes the gnawing gripes and fylthy 
foules dofylP 

To examine such lines under the microscope is not to do 
them ]ustice , the vigorous yocabulary and swinging metre 
appear at their best when we read through a long des- 
criptive or narrative passage m the same play (the 
Thyestes) the messenger’s account of the crime of Atreus 
(Act iv) IS admirably rendered. 

In their handling of the choruses the translators are less 
scrupulous. When they translate the dialogue they are 
literal to the best of their ability — occasional inac- 
curacies or mistranslations being admitted — but in the 
choruses they will sometimes lengthen oi slioitenj some- 
times omit altogether^ or substitute an invention of their 
own On the whole, their alterations tend to make the 
play more dramatic, sometimes they may be suspected of 
adding a political innuendo to the Senecan moralising on 
the vanity of place and power And it is especially in the 
choruses that we find, now and then, flashes of that felicity 
which IS present in Tudor translation more perhaps than 
in the translations of any period into any language. For 
example, the whole of the chorus at the end of Act iv of 
Heywood’s Hercules Furens is very fine, but the last six 
lines seem to me of singular beauty 5 and as the original, 
too, IS a lovely passage, it is both fair and interesting to 
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quote original and translation The persons addiessed are 
the dead children of Hercules, whom he has just slam in 
his madness 

ite ad Stygios^ umbrae^ portus 
ite^ innocues^ quas in primo 
limine vitae scelus oppressit 
patriusquefuror, 
ite, iratos visits rages 

And Heywood 

Goe hurtles soules^ whom mischiefs hath oppr est 
Even in first porch of life but lately had^ 

And fathers fury goe unhappy kind 
O litle children^ by the way ful sad 
Of journey knowen 
Goe see the angry kynges. 

Nothing can he said of such a translation except that it is 
perfect It is a last echo of the earlier tongue, the lan- 
guage of Chaucer, with an OYertone of that Christian 
piety and pity which disappears Ynth Elizabethan verse 
The greater part of the chorus work has not this purity 
one feels a curious strain on the old vocabulary to say new 
things, the fluctuation, the shades of variation between 
the old world and the new deserve inquisitive study, the 
ambiguity probably contributes to give these translations 
a unique mood, which is only to be extracted and enjoyed 
after patient perusals. They are not translations to be 
read in a hurry, they do not yield their charm easily. 

Such friendship finds ivyth Gods yet no man myght^ 
That he the morowe might he sure to lyve. 

The God our things all tost and turned quight 
Rolles with a whyrle wynde^ 
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Christopher Marlowe 

Swinburne observes of Marlowe that 'the father of 
English tragedy and the creator of English blank verse 
was therefore also the teacher and the guide of Shake- 
speare’ In this sentence there are two misleading assump- 
tions and two misleading conclusions Kyd has as good a 
title to the first honour as Marlowe, Surrey has a better 
title to the second, and Shakespeare was not taught or 
guided by one of his predecessors or contemporaries alone 
The less questionable judgment is, that Marlowe exercised 
a strong influence over later drama, though not himself 
as gieat a dramatist as Kyd, that he introduced several 
new tones into blank verse, and commenced the dis- 
sociative process which drew it farther and farther away 
from the rhythms of rhymed verse, and that when 
Shakespeare borrowed from him, which was pretty often 
at the beginning, Shakespeare either made something 
inferior or something different. 

The comparative study of English versification at vari- 
ous periods is a large tract of unwritten history To make 
a study of blank verse alone would be to elicit some 
cunous conclusions. It would show, I believe, that blank 
verse within Shakespeare’s lifetime was more highly 
developed, that it became the vehicle of more varied and 
more intense feeling than it has ever conveyed since 5 
and that after the erection of the Chinese Wall of Milton, 
blank verse has suffered not only arrest but retrogression 
That the blank verse of Tennyson, for example, a con- 
summate master of this form in certain applications, is 
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cruder {not ‘rougher’ or less perfect in technique) than 
that of half a dozen contemporaries of Shakespeare, 
cruder, because less capable of expressing complicated, 
subtle, and surprising emotions. 

Every writer who has written any blank verse worth 
saving has produced particular tones which his verse and 
no other’s is capable of rendering, and we should keep 
this in mind when we talk about ‘influences’ and ‘in- 
debtedness’ Shakespeare is ‘universal’ because he has 
more of these tones than any one else , but they are all out 
of the one man, one man cannot be more than one man, 
there might have been six Shakespeares at once without 
conflicting frontiers, and to say that Shakespeare ex- 
piessed nearly all human emotions, implying that he left 
very little for any one else, is a ladical misunderstanding 
of art and the artist — a misunderstanding which, even 
when explicitly rejected, may lead to our neglecting the 
effort of attention necessary to discover the specific pro- 
perties of the verse of Shakespeare’s contemporanes 
The development of blank verse may he likened to the 
analysis of that astomslnng industrial product coal-tar 
Marlowe’s verse is one of the earlier derivatives, but it 
possesses properties winch are not repeated in any of the 
analytic or synthetic blank verses discovered somewhat 
later. 

The ‘vices of style’ of Marlowe’s and Shakespeare’s age 
IS a convenient name for a number of vices, no one of 
which, perhaps, was shared by all of the writers It is 
pertinent, at least, to remark that Marlowe’s ‘rhetoric’ 
is not, or not chaiactenstically, Shakespeare’s rhetoric, 
that Marlowe’s rhetoric consists in a pretty simple huffe- 
snuffe bombast, while Shakespeare’s is more exactly a vice 
of style^ a tortured perverse ingenuity of images which 
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dissipates instead of concentrating the imagination, and 
which may he due in part to influences by which 
Marlowe was untouched. Next, we find that Marlowe’s 
vice IS one which he was gradually attenuating, and even, 
what IS more miraculous, turning into a virtue And we 
find that this poet of torrential imagination recognized 
many of his best bits (and those of one or two others), 
saved them, and reproduced them more than once, almost 
invariably improving them in the process 

It IS worth while noticing a few of these versions, be- 
cause they indicate, somewhat contrary to usual opinion, 
that Marlowe was a deliberate and conscious workman 
Mr J. M Robertson has spotted an interesting theft of 
Marlowe’s from Spenser Here is Spenser [Faerie Queene^ 
I, vu, 32) 

Like to an almond tree y-mounted high 
On top of green Selims all alone, 

With blossoms brave bedecked daintily. 

Whose tender locks do tremble every one 
At every little breath that under heaven is blown 

And here Marlowe [Tamburlaine, Part II, Act IV, sc iv) 

Like to an almond tree y -mounted high 
Upon the lofty and celestial mount 
Of evergreen Selinus, quaintly decFd 
With blooms more white than ErycincCs brows, 

Whose tender blossoms tremble every one 
At every little breath that thorough heaven is blown. 

This IS interesting, not only as showing that Mar- 
lowe’s talent, like that of most poets, was partly synthetic, 
but also because it seems to give a clue to some particu- 
larly flyric’ effects found in Tamburlame, not in Mar- 
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lowe’s other plays, and not, I believe, anywhere else 
For example, the praise of Zenocrate in Part II, Act ii, 
sc. iv 

Now walk the angels on the walls of heaven^ 

As sentinels to warn tK unmortal souls 
To entertain divine Zenocrate 

This IS not Spenser’s movement, but the influence 
of Spenser must be present There had been no great 
blank verse before Marlowe, but there was the powerful 
presence of this great master of melody immediately pre- 
cedent, and the combination produced results which 
could not be repeated I do not think that it can be 
claimed that Peele had any influence here 

The passage quoted from Spenser has a further interest 
It -mil be noted that the fourth line 

With blooms more white than Erycina's brows^ 

IS Marlowe’s contribution Compare this with these other 
lines of Mailowe 

So looks my love^ shadowing in her brows 

(Tamburlaine) 

Like to the shadows of Pyramides 

(Tamburlame) 

and the final and best version 

Shadowing more beauty in their airy brows 
Than have the white breasts of the queen of love 

{Doctor Fausius) 

and compare the whole set mth Spenser again {F. Q ) 

Upon her eyelids many graces sate 
Under the shadow of her even brows, 
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a passage which Mr Robertson says Spenser himself used 
in three other places. 

This economy is frequent in Marlowe Within Thm- 
burlaine it occurs in the form of monotony^ especially m 
the facile use of resonant names {e g the recurrence of 
‘Caspia’ or ‘Caspian’ with the same tone effect), a practice 
in which Marlowe was followed by Milton, but which 
Marlowe himself outgrew. Again, 

Zenocrate^ lovelier than the love of Jove^ 

Brighter than is the silver Rhodope^ 


IS paralleled later by 

Zenocrate^ the loveliest maid alive^ 

Fairer than rocks of pearl and precious stone 

One line Marlowe remodels with triumphant success 


becomes 


^nd set black streamers in the firmament 

{Tamburlaine) 


See^ see^ where Chrisfs blood streams in the firmamenV 

{Doctor Faustus) 

The verse accomplishments of Tamburlaine are notably 
two M^lo we get s into blank verse the melody oi 
Spenser, a nd he gets a new driving poweFSy rmnforang 
t he sentence period ag ainst the line period. TETTrapid 
long sentence, running line into line, as in the famous 
soliloquies ‘Nature compounded of four elements’ and 
‘What IS beauty, saith my sufferings, then?’ marks 
the certain escaine of blank verse from ^lhB^jjiy^ 
couple t, and from the elegiac or rather pastoral note of 
Surrey, to which Tennyson returned If you contrast 
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these two soliloquies with the verse of Marlowe’s greatest 
contemporary, Kyd — by no means a despicable versifier 
— you see the importance of the innovation 

The one took sanctuary^ andy being sent for outy 
fFas murdered in Southwark as he passed 
To Greenwichy where the Lord Protector lay. 

Black Will was burned in Flushing on a stage y 
Green was hanged at Osbndge in Kent . 

which IS not really inferior to 

So these four abode 

Within one house together y and as years 
Went forwardy Mary took another mate. 

But Dora lived unmarried till her death 

(Tennyson, Dora) 

lXL.£M ^tus Marlo we went farther* he broke up the 
line, tq^ gain in intensity, in the last soliloquy, ancThe 
developed a new^ and im portant xonY^ rsa tional tone in 
the dialo gues of Ea ustus,withJha.deyil Edward II has 
never lacked consideration it is more desirable, m brief 
space, to remark upon two plays, one of which has been 
misunderstood and the other underrated. These are The 
Jew of Malta and Dido Queen of Carthage Of the first 
of these, it has always been said that the end, even the 
last two acts, are unworthy of the first three If one takes 
The Jew of Malta not as a tragedy, or as a ‘tragedy of 
blood’, but as a farce, the concluding act becomes intel- 
ligible , and if we attend with a careful ear to the versi- 
fication, we find that Marlowe develops a tone to suit this 
farce, and even perhaps that this tone is his most powerful 
and mature tone I say farce, but with the enfeebled 
humour of our times the word is a misnomer, it is the 
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farce of the old English humour, the terribly serious, even 
savage comic humour, the humour which spent its last 
breath in the decadent genius of Dickens It has nothing 
in common with J. M Barrie, Captain Bairnsfather, or 
Punch It is the humour of that very serious (but very 
different) play, Volpone, 

First be thou void of these affections, 

Compassion, love, vain hope, and heartless fear, 

Be moved at nothing, see thou pity none 
As for myself, I walk abroad o’ nights, 

And kill sick people groaning under walls, 
Sometimes I go about and poison wells , . . 

and the last words of Barabas complete this prodigious 
caricature 

But now begins tkC extremity of heat 
To pinch me with intolerable pangs, 

Die, life^ fly, souU tongue, curse thy fill, and die^ 

It is something which Shakespeare could not do, and 
which he did not want to do 

Dido appears to be a hurried play, perhaps done to 
order with the Aeneid m fiont of him But even here 
thei e IS progress The account of the sack of Troy is in 
this newer style of Marlowe’s, this style which secures its 
emphasis by always hesitating on the edge of caricature 
at the right moment * 

The Grecian soldiers, tiFd with ten years' war, 

Began to cry, ‘‘Let us unto our ships, 

Troy is invincible, why stay we here^^ , . 
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By this^ the camp was come unto the wallsy 
And through the breach did march into the streets^ 
Where ^ meeting with the rest^ kilV^ they cried 

And after him^ his band of Myrmidons, 

With balls of wildfire in their murdering paws 
At last, the soldiers pulVd her by the heels, 

And swung her howling in the empty air 

We saw Cassandra sprawling m the streets 

This IS not Virgil, or Shakespeare, it is pure Marlowe. 
By comparing the whole speech with Clarence's dream, 
in Richard III, one acquires a little insight into the dif- 
ference between Marlowe and Shakespeare 

What scourge for perjury 
Can this dark monarchy afford false Clarence^ 

There, on the other hand, is what Marlowe's style 
could not do, the phrase has a concision which is almost 
classical, certainly Dantesque. Again, as often with the 
Elizabethan dramatists, there are lines in Marlowe, be- 
sides the many lines that Shakespeare adapted, that 
might have been written by either , 

If thou wilt stay, 

Leap m mine arms^ mine arms are open wide*, 

If not, turn from me, and Til turn from thee; 

For though thou hast the heart to say farewell, 

I have not power to stay thee. 

But the direction in which Marlowe’s verse might 
have moved, had he not ‘dyed swearing', is quite un- 
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Shakespearean^ is toward this intense and serious and 
indubitably great poetry^ which^ like some great painting 
and sculpt urOj attains its effects by something not unlike 
caricature 



Ben Jonson 


The reputation of Jonson has been of the most deadly- 
kind that can be compelled upon the memory of a great 
poet. To be universally accepted, to be damned by the 
praise that quenches all desire to read the book, to be 
afflicted by the imputation of the virtues which excite the 
least pleasure , and to be read only by historians and anti- 
quaries — this IS the most perfect conspiracy of approval 
For some generations the reputation of Jonson has been 
carried rather as a liability than as an asset in the balance- 
sheet of English literature No ciitic has succeeded in 
malang him appear pleasurable or even interesting 
Swinburne’s book on Jonson satisfies no curiosity and 
stimulates no thought For the critical study in the ^Men 
of Letters Senes’ by Mr. Giegory Smith there is a place, 
It satisfies curiosity, it supplies many just observations, it 
provides valuable matter on the neglected masques, it 
only fails to remodel the image of Jonson which is settled 
in our minds. Probably the fault lies with several genera- 
tions of our poets It is not that the value of poetry is 
only its value to living poets for their own work, hut 
appreciation is akin to creation, and true enjoyment of 
poetry is related to the stirring of suggestion, the stimulus 
that a poet feels in his enjoyment of other poetry Jonson 
has provided no creative stimulus for a very long time, 
consequently we must look hack as far as Dryden — 
precisely, a poetic practitioner who learned from Jonson 
— before we find a living criticism of Jonson’ s work 
Yet there are possibilities for Jonson even now. We 
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haye no difficulty in seeing what brought him to this 
pass, how, in contrast, not with Shakespeare, but with 
Marlowe, Webster, Donne, Beaumont, and Fletcher, he 
has been paid out with reputation instead of enjoyment 
He IS no less a poet than these men, but his poetry is of 
the surface Poetry of the suiface cannot be understood 
without study, for to deal with the surface of life, as 
Jonson dealt with it, is to deal so deliberately that we too 
must be deliberate, in order to understand Shakespeare, 
and smaller men also, are in the end more difficult, but 
they offer something at the start to encourage the student 
or to satisfy those who want nothing more , they are sug- 
gestive, evocative, a phrase, a voice, they offer poetry m 
detail as well as in design So does Dante offer something, 
a phrase everywhere {tu se* ombra ed omhra vedi) even, 
to readers who have no Italian; and Dante and Shake- 
speare have poetry of design as well as of detail^ But the 
polished veneer of Jonson reflects only the lazy reader’s 
fatuity, unconscious does not respond to unconscious, no 
swarms of inarticulate feelings are aroused The immedi- 
ate appeal of Jonsonis to th e mind^his ^otional tone is 
n^TLnTEe°sin^n^ verse, but in ^e_desig]^oFtKe^i^51e. 
But noFinalt^r^ope^e capable of discovering for them- 
selves the beauty which is only found after labour, and 
Jons on’ s industrious readers have been those whose 
interest was historical and curious, and those who have 
thought that m discovering the historical and curious 
interest they had discovered the artistic value as well 
When we say that Jonson requires study, we do not mean 
study of his classical scholarship or of seventeenth-century 
manners We mean intelligent saturation m his work as a 
whole, we mean that in-order Jto^njpji hii^ 
must get to the centre of his work and his temperament, 
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and that we must see him unbiased by time, as a con- 
temporary And to see him as a contemporary does not so 
much require the power of putting ourselves into seven- 
teenth-century London as it requires the power of setting 
Jonson in our London 

It is generally conceded that Jonson failed as a tragic 
dramatist, and it is usually ^ag^d that fiTfail^Yecause 
his^ genius was for satiric come^^and becau^_of.j:he 
weight of pedantic learning with^^wEch he burdened his 
two tragic failures The second point marks an obvious 
error of detail, the first is too crude a statement to be 
accepted, to say that he failed because his genius was 
unsuited to tragedy is to tell us nothing at all Jonson did 
not write a good tragedy, hut we can see no reason why 
he should not have written one If two plays so different 
as The Tempest and The Silent Women are both comedies, 
surely the category of tragedy could he made wide enough 
to include something possible for Jonson to have done 
But the classification of tragedy and comedy, while it may 
he sufficient to mark the distinction in a dramatic litera- 
ture of more rigid form and treatment — it may dis- 
tinguish Aristophanes from Euripides — is not adequate to 
a drama of such variations as the Elizabethans’ Tragedy 
IS a crude classification for plays so different m their 
tone as Macbeth^ The Jew of Malta, and The Witch of 
Edmonton^ and it does not help us much to say that The 
Merchant of Femce and The Alchemist are comedies 
Jonson had his own scale, his own instrument The merit 
which Catiline possesses is the same merit that is exhibited 
more tiiumphantly in Volpone, Catiline fails, not be- 
cause it IS too laboured and conscious, but because it is 
not conscious enough, because Jonson in this play was not 
alert to his own idiom, not clear in his mind as to what 
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Ills temperament wanted him to do In Catiline Jonson 
conforms^ or attempts to conform^ to conventions 5 not to 
the conventions of antiquity, which he had exquisitely 
under control, hut to the conventions of tragico-histoiical 
di ama of his time It is not the Latin erudition that sinks 
Catiline^ but the application of that erudition to a form 
which was not the proper vehicle for the mind which had 
amassed the erudition 

If you look at Catiline — that dreary Pyrihic victory of 
ti agedy — you find two passages to be successful Act li, 
sc 1, the dialogue of the political ladies, and the Prologue 
of Sylla’s ghost These two passages are genial The solilo- 
quy of the ghost IS a characteristic Jonson success in con- 
tent and in versification — 

Dost thou not fell me^ Rome^ not yet Us night 
So heavy on thee^ and my weight so lights 
Can SyllcCs ghost arise within thy walls ^ 

Less threatening than an earthquake^ the quick falls 
Of thee and thine ^ Shake not the frighted heads 
Of thy steep towers ^ or shrink to their first beds^ 

Or as their ruin the large Tyber fills ^ 

Make that swell up^ and drown thy seven proud hills ^ . * 

This 1$ the learned, but also the creative, Jonson. Without 
concerning himself with the character of Sulla, and in 
lines of invective, Jonson makes Syila’s ghost, while the 
words are spoken, a living and terrible force The words 
fall with as determined beat as if they were the will of the 
morose Dictator himself. You may say merely invective , 
but mere invective, even if as superior to the clumsy fisti- 
cuffs of Marston and Hall as Jonson’s verse is superior to 
theirs, would not create a living figure as Jonson has done 
in this long tirade. And you may say rhetoric 5 but if we 
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are to call it ^rhetoric’ we must subject that term to a 
closer dissection than any to which it is accustomed. 
What Jonson has done here is not merely a fine speech 
It IS the careful, precise filling in of a stiong and simple 
outline, and at no point does it overflow the outhne , it is 
far more careful and precise in its obedience to this out- 
line than are many of the speeches in Tamburlaine. The 
outline IS not Sulla, for Sulla has nothing to do with it, 
but ‘Sylla’s ghost’ The words may not be suitable to an 
historical Sulla, or to anybody in history, but they are a 
perfect expression for ‘Sylla’s ghost’ You cannot say they 
are rhetorical Tecause people do not talk like that’, you 
cannot call them Verbiage’ , they do not exhibit prolixity 
or redundancy or the other vices in the rhetoric books 5 
there is a definite artistic emotion which demands ex- 
pression at that length. The words themselves are mostly 
simple words, the syntax is natural, the language austere 
rather than adorned Turning then to the induction 
of The Poetaster^ we find another success of the same 
kind — 

Light ^ I salute thee^ hut with wounded nerves . . . 

Men may not talk in that way, but the Spint of Envy 
does, and in the words of Jonson envy is a real and living 
person It is not human life that informs envy and Sylla’s 
ghost, but It IS energy of which human life is only an- 
other variety 

Returning to Catiline^ we find that the best scene in the 
body of the play is one which cannot be squeezed into a 
tragic frame, and which appears to belong to satiric 
comedy The scene between Fulvia and Galla and 
Sempronia is a living scene in a wilderness of oratory. 
And as it recalls other scenes — there is a suggestion of 
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the college of ladies in The Silent Women — it looks 
like a comedy scene. And it appears to be satire. 

They shall all give and pray well^ that come here^ 

If they will have it^ and that ^ jewels^ pearly 
Plate y or round sums to buy these Tm not taken 
With a cob-swan or a high-mounting bull^ 

As foolish Leda and Europa were^ 

But the bright gold^ with Danae For such price 
I would endure a roughs harsh Jupiter^ 

Or ten such thundering gamesters^ and refrain 
To laugh at ^em^ till they aregone^ with my much 
suffering. 

This scene is no more comedy than it is tragedy, and the 
‘satire^ is merely a medium for the essential emotion. 
Jonson/s -d rama is pnly incidentally satire, because it is 
only incidentally a criticism upon the actual world It is 
noFsal^ e in the way m which the work of Sw ift or the 
work of Mdlibre ma y be called sat ire that is, it does not 
find its so urce in any precise emotional attitud?or precise 
intellectual criticism oFtEe actual woilST msiatlre per- 
haps as the woik of Rabelais is satire, certainly not more 
so The important thing is that if fiction can be divided 
into creative fiction and critical fiction, Jonson’s i§ 
creative That he was a great critic, our fust great cntic, 
does not affect this assertionTEvefyCT^^ a critic, 

Jonson was a conscious critic^ but he was also conscious 
in his creatiu^^ertainly, one sense in which the term 
‘criticaF may be applied to fiction is a sense in which the 
term might be used of a method antithetical to Jonson’s 
It IS the method of Education Sentimentale, The characters 
of Jonson, of Shakespeare, perhaps of all the greatest 
drama, are drawn in positive and simple outlines. They 
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may be filled in, and by Shakespeare they are filled in, by 
much detail or many shifting aspects, but a clear and 
sharp and simple form remains through these — though 
It would be hard to say m what the clarity and sharpness 
and simplicity of Hamlet consists But Frederic Moreau is 
not made in that way He is constructed partly by nega- 
tive definition, built up by a great number of observa- 
tions We cannot isolate him from the environment in 
which we find him , it may be an environment which is or 
can be universalized, nevertheless it and the figure in it 
consists of very many observed particular facts, the actual 
world Without this world the figure dissolves The ruling 
faculty is a critical perception, a commentary upon ex- 
perienced feeling and sensation If this is true of Flaubert, 
It is true in a higher degree of Molibre than of Jonson 
The broad farcical lines of Molifere may seem to be the 
same di awing as Jonson’s But Molibre — say in Alceste 
or Monsieur Jourdain — is criticizing the actua l, the 
r^rence to the actual worTTls more dir ect And having 
a more tenuouFreTerence, the work of Jo nson is much 
less dire ctly satir icah 

This leads us to the question of Humours* Largely 
on the evidence of the two Humour plays, it is sometimes 
assumed that Jonson is occupied with types, typical exag- 
gerations, or exaggerations of type The Humour defini- 
tion, the expressed intention of Jonson, may he satis- 
factory for these two plays Every Man in his Humour 
IS the first mature work of Jonson, and the student of 
Jonson must study it, but it is not the play in which 
Jonson found his genius it is the last of his plays to read 
first. If one reads Volpone^ and after that re-reads The 
Jew of Malta , then returns to Jonson and reads Bar-- 
tholomew Fair^ The Alchemist^ Epicoene and The Devil 
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IS an Ass^ and finally Catiline^ it is possible to arrive at a 
fair opinion of the poet and the diamatist 

The Humour j even at the beginning^ is not a type^as 
in INlarston’s satire, but a simplified and somewhat dis- 
torted individual mtlTT ty^caTmania In the later work, 
tte fails to account for the total 
effect produced The characters of Shakespeare are such 
as Inipit ”eSst in different circumstances from those m 
which Shakespeare sets them. The latter appears to be 
those which extract from the characters the most intense 
and interesting reahzation^ but that realization has not 
exhausted their possihihties. Volpone’s life, on the other 
hand, is bounded by the scene in which it is played, in 
fact, the life is the life of the scene and is derivatively the 
life of Volpone, the life of the character is inseparable 
from the life of the drama This is not dependence upon a 
background, or upon a substi atum of fact The emotional 
effect IS single and simple. Wherea s in ShaEespe’are the 
efiectls'^eTo’^tHe way in wlnch^thejciiaracters^£^ 
one^notheiThdTdn^ it is given by the way in which the 
characters fit in with_each_otEeF^^ result of 

Volpone^swt due to any effect that Volpone, Mosca, Cor- 
vino, Corbaccio, Voltore have upon each other, but simply 
to their combination into a whole And these figuies are 
not personifications of passions, separately, they have not 
even that reality, they are constituents. It is a similar 
indication of Jonson’s method that you can hardly pick 
out a line of Jonson’s and say confidently that it is great 
poetry, but there are many extended passages to which 
you cannot deny that honour. 


I will have all my beds blown up^ not stuft^ 
Down IS too hard^ and then^ mine oval room 
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FilVd with such pictures as Tiberius took 
From ElephantiSj and dull Aretine 
But coldly imitated Then^ my glasses 
Cut in more subtle angles^ to disperse 
And multiply the figures^ as I walk 

Jonson IS the legitimate heir of Marlowe The man 
who wfotSe^ in'^o/poTieT ~ 

for thy lovBy 

In varying figures j I would have contended 
With the blue Proteus^ or the horned flood 


and 


See^ a carbuncle 

May put out both the eyes of our Saint Mark^ 

A diamond would have bought Lollia Paulina^ 

When she came in like star-light j hid with jewels 


IS related to Marlowe as a poet, and if Mailowe is a poet, 
Jonson is also And, if Jonson’s comedj^i^ja come^^of 
humours, then r!?[aH6we^"traged}^ a large part of it, is^ a 

has too exclusively been 
con^ei^Yas^^nieT^ repiesentative of a point of view 
toward comedy He has suffered from his great reputation 
as a critic and theorist, from the effects of his intelligence 
We have been taught to think of him as the man, the 
dictator (confusedly in our minds with his later name- 
sake), as the literary politician impressing his views upon 
a generation , we are offended by the constant reminder of 
his scholarship. We forget the comedy in the humours, 
and the serious artist in the scholar. Jonson has suffered 
in public opinion, as any one must suffer who is forced 
to talk about his art 

If you examine the first hundred lines or more of 
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Volpone the verse appears to be in the manner of 
Marlowe, more deliberate, more mature, but without 
Marlowe’s inspiiation It looks like meie ‘rhetoric’, cer- 
tainly not ‘deeds and language such as men do use’ It 
appears to us, in fact, forced and flagitious bombast 
That it IS not ‘rhetoric’, or at least not vicious ihetonc, 
we do not know until we are able to review the whole 
play. For the consistent maintenance of this manner con- 
veys in the end an effect not of verbosity, but of bold, even 
shoclang and ternfying directness We have difficulty in 
saying exactly what produces this simple and single effect. 
It IS not in any ordinary way due to management of in- 
trigue Jonson employs immense dramaUc constiuctive 
skill It isnoTsiomuffilH^in^^^t^ with- 

out a plot HeTiever manipulates as complicated a plot 
as t hat o f The^lidercJiaM^jrT^n^ best 

pl^s np&inglikeTKe'mtrlg^ of Restomtion comedy In 
Bartholomew Fair it is hai dly a plot at all , the marvel of 
the play is the bewildering rapid chaotic action of the fair, 
It IS the fair itself, not anything that happens in the fair 
In Volpone^ or The Alchem ist^ or The Silent Woman^ the 
pl ot is eno u^yto kee ^he players in motion, it is rather 
an_i action’ thanTTp ot The plot does not hold the play 
t ogether^ ythat holds the 
sp iration th a^adiates inTto^lSrsiM"^^^^ 

We have attenipteTfolhal^mor’^'Yr^ the sense in 
which it was said that Jonson’s work is ‘of the surface’, 
carefully avoiding the word ‘superficial’. For there is 
work contemporary with Jonson’s which is superficial in a 
pejorative sense in which the word cannot be applied to 
Jonson — the work of Beaumont and Fletcher If we 
look at the work of Jonson’s great contemporaries, 
Shakespeare, and also Donne and Webster and Tourneur 
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(and sometimes Middleton), they have a depth, a third 
dimension, as Mr. Gregory Smith rightly calls it, which 
Jonson’s work has not Their words have often a network 
of tentacular roots reaching down to the deepest terrors 
and desires Jonson’s most certainly have not, but in 
Beaumont and Fletcher we may think that at times we 
find It Looking closer, we discover that the blossoms of 
Beaumont and Fletcher’s imagination draw no sustenance 
from the soil, but are cut and slightly withered flowers 
stuck into sand 

Wilt thou^ hereafter y when they talk of me ^ 

As thou shah hear nothing but infamy^ 

Remember some of these things^ 

I pray thee^ do, for thou shalt never see me so again 
Hair woven in many a curious warp, 

Able in endless error to enfold 
The wandering soul , . , , 

Detached from its context, this looks like the verse of the 
greater poets, just as lines of Jonson, detached from their 
context, look like inflated or empty fustian. But the 
evocative quality of the verse of Beaumont and Fletcher 
depends upon a clever appeal to emotions and associations 
which they have not themselves grasped, it is hollow It 
is superficial with a vacuum behind it, the superficies of 
Jonson IS solid It is what it is , it does not pretend to be 
another thing. But it is so very conscious and dehberate 
that we must look -with eyes alert to the whole before we 
apprehend the significance of any part We cannot call a 
man’s work superficial when it is the creation of a world, 
a man cannot be accused of dealing superficially with the 
world which he himself has created, the superficies is the 
world Jonson’s characters conform to the logic of the 
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emotions of their world They are not fancy, because they 
have a logic of their own , and this logic illuminates the 
actual world, because it gives us a new point of view 
from which to inspect it 

A writer of power and intelligence, Jonson endeavoured 
to promulgate, as a formula and progiamme of reform, 
what he chose to do himself, and he not unnaturally laid 
down in abstract theory what is in reality a personal point 
of view And it is in the end of no value to discuss Jonson’s 
theory and practice unless we recognize and seize this 
point of view, which escapes the formulae, and which is 
what makes his plays worth reading donson behaved as 
the great creative mind that he was he created his own 
world, a world from which his followers, as well as the 
dramatists who were trying to do something wholly 
different, are excluded Remembering this, we turn to 
Mr Gregory Smith’s objection — that Jonson’s charac- 
ters lack the third dimension, have no life out of the 
theatrical existence in which they appear — and demand 
an inquest The objection implies that the characters are 
purely the work of intellect, or the result of superficial 
observation of a world which is faded or mildewed. It 
implies that the characters are lifeless. But if we dig be- 
neath the theory, beneath the observation, beneath the 
deliberate drawing and the theatrical and dramatic 
elaboration, there is discovered a kind of power, animat- 
ing Volpone, Busy, Fxtzdottrel, the literary ladies of 
Epicoene\ even Bohadil, which comes from below the in- 
tellect, and for which no theory of humours will account. 
And It IS the same kind of power which vivifies Trimal- 
chio, and Panurge, and some hut not all of the 'comic’ 
characters of Dickens. The fictive life of this kind is not to 
be circumscribed by a reference to 'comedy’ or to 'farce’ 5 
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It IS not exactly the hind of life which informs the charac- 
ters of Molifere or that which informs those of Marivaux 
— two writers who were, besides, doing something quite 
different the one from the other But it is something 
which distinguishes Bar abas from Shylock, Epicure 
Mammon from Falstaff, Faustus from — if you will — 
Macbeth, Marlowe and Jonson from Shakespeare and the 
Shakespeareans, Webster, and Tourneur It is not merely 
Humours for neither Volpone nor Mosca is a humoui. 
No theory of humours could account f or Jenson’s best 
plays or the best characters in them We want to know 
at what point the comedy humours passes into a work 
dfjff^ andw^Tonson is not Brome^“^ 

The creation of a work of art, we will say the creation 
of a character in a drama, consists in the process of trans- 
fusion of the personality, or, in a deeper sense, the life, 
of the author into the character This is a very different 
matter from the orthodox creation in one’s own image. 
The ways in which the passions and desires of the creator 
may be satisfied in the work of art are complex and devi- 
ous. In a painter they may take the form of a predilection 
for certain colours, tones, or lightings^ in a writer the 
original impulse may be even more strangely transmuted 
Now, we may say with Mr. Gregory Smith t hat Falst aff 
or a score o f ShakespeardTcEaraHeiiTii^^ Third dim en- 
sion’ that Jonson’s have not. This will mean, not that 
Shakespeare’s spring froroTthe feelings or imagination 
and Jonson’s from the intellect or invention, they have 
equally an emotional source 5 hut that Shakespeare’s 
represent a more complex tissue of feSEH^^aSTTesif es, 

more’susce^ible temperament 
Falstaff is not only the roast Manningtree ox with the 
pudding in his belly$ he also ^grows old’, and, finally, his 
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nose IS as sharp as a pen He was perhaps the satisfaction 
of morej and of^ more cornphcateff feej^gs ^ and perhaps 
he was, QsJ:h^great tragic characters must have been, 
the offspring of deeper, less apprehensible feelings 
deepef,^ut not necessarily stronger or more intense, 
than those of Jonson It is obvious that the spring of the 
difference is not the difference between feeling and 
thought, or superior insight, superior perception, on the 
part of Shakespeare, but his susceptibility to a greater 
range ofjsmotion, and emotion^Se^epif^nHlhore obscure. 
But his characters are no more ‘alive’ than are the 
characters of Jonson 

The world they live in is a larger one But small worlds 
— the worlds which artists create — do not diffei only in 
magnitude , if they are complete worlds, drawn to scale in 
every part, they differ in kind also And Joi^on^s world 
has this scale His type of personality found it^ relief in 
something falling uBSeFTKe “cajego^ jpf burlesgi:^ or 

dealing with a unique 
world, like his, these terms fail to appease the desire for 
definition It is not, at all events, the farce of Moli^re. 
the latter is more analytic, more an intellectual redistn* 
bution. It IS not defined by the word ‘satir e’. Jons on poses 
as a satirist. But satire like Jonson’s is ^reat in the end not 
by Tutting off its object, but by creating i t; the satire is 
merely^the means which leads to the aesthetic result, the 
impulse which projects a new world into a new orbit. 
In Every Man in his Humour there is a neat, a very neat, 
comedy of humours. In discovering and proclaiming in 
this play the new genre Jonson was simply recognizing,, 
unconsciously, the route which opened out in the proper 
direction for his instincts His characte rs are a nd rem ain, 

like Marlowe’s, simplified characters \ but the simplified- 
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tion does not consist in Jhe^ dominance of a particular 
humour or monomania That is a very suj^Tficiaraccount 
of”"it The simplification co^ists largely in reduction of 
detail, m the^seizmgjdf aspects rel^yani^^he rehefH an 
emotional impuls^ which remains Jthe_same for that 
character, m making tip character confornpto a particular 
setting This stripping is essential to the art, to which is 
also essential a flat distortion in the drawing, it is an art of 
caricature, of great caricature, like Marlowe’s. It is a great 
caricature, which is beautiful, and a great humour, which 
IS serious The Vorld’ of Jonson is sufficiently large , it is a 
world of poetic imagination , it is sombre He did not get 
the third dimension, but he was not trying to get it 

If we approach Jonson with less frozen awe of his learn- 
ing, with a clearer understanding of his ‘rhetoric’ and its 
applications, if we grasp the fact that the knowledge re- 
quired of the reader is not archaeology but knowledge of 
Jonson, we can deiive not only instruction in two- 
dimensional life — but enjoyment. We can even apply 
him, be aware of him as a part of our literary inheritance 
craving further expression Of all the dramatists of his 
time, Jonson is probably the one whom the present age 
would find the most sympathetic, if it knew him There 
a brutality, a lack of sentiment, a pohshed surfac e, a 
handling of large bold designs iiTbrdiiSjoFco^^ wEich 
ought to attract about three thousand people in London 
and elsewhere. At least, if we had a conte mporary Shak e- 
speare and a contemporaryJonso^^^ be the Jonson 
wEnMyQuI H'TrQuse'TEe 

Thoughlie is saturated m literature, he neyer sacrifices 
the theatrical qualities — theatrical in the most favour- 
able sense — to literature or to the study of character. 
His work IS a titanic ^ow. But Jonson’s masques, an im- 
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portant part o£ his woik, are neglected, our flaccid culture 
lets shows and literature fade, but prefers faded liter atuie 
to faded shows There are hundreds of people who have 
1 ead Comus to ten who have read the Masque of Blackness 
Comus contains fine poetry, and poetry exeniplif3ang 
some merits to which Jonson’s masque poetry cannot pre- 
tend Nevertheless, Comus is the death of the masque, it 
IS the transition of a form of art — even of a form which 
existed for but a short generation — into ‘literature^, 
literature cast in a form which has lost its application. 
Even though Comus was a masque at Ludlow Castle, 
Jonson had, what Milton came perhaps too late to have, a 
sense for the living art, his art was applied The masques 
can still be read, and with pleasure, by any one who will 
take the trouble — a trouble which in this part of Jonson 
IS, indeed, a study of antiquities — to imagine them in 
action, displayed with the music, costumes, dances, and 
the scenery of Inigo Jones They are additional evidence 
that Jonson had a fine sense of form, of the purpose for 
which a particular form is intended, evidence that he 
was a literary artist even more than he was a man of 
letters. 
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Thomas Middleton, the dramatic writer, was not very 
highly thought of in his own time, the date of his death 
IS not known , we know only that he was huried on July 4, 
1627 He was one of the most voluminous, and one of the 
best, dramatic writers of his time But it is easy to under- 
stand why he is not better known or more popular It is 
difficult to imagine his 'personality’ Several new person- 
alities have recently been fitted to the name of Shake- 
speare, Jonson IS a real figure — our imagination plays 
about him discoursing at the Mermaid, or laying down 
the law to Drummond of Hawthornden, Chapman has 
become a breezy British character as firm as Nelson or 
Wellington, Webster and Donne are real people for the 
more intellectual, even Tourneur (Churton Collins 
having said the last word about him) is a 'personality’ 
But Middleton, who collaborated shamelessly, who is 
hardly separated from Rowley, Middleton who wrote 
plays so diverse as Women Beware Women and A Game 
at Chesse and The Roaring Girle^ Middleton remains 
merely a collective name for a number of plays — some 
of which, like The Spanish Gipsie, are patently by other 
people ^ 

If we write about Middleton’s plays we must write 
about Middleton’s plays, and not about Middleton’s per- 
sonality Many of these plays are still in doubt Of all the 
Elizabethan dramatists Middleton seems the most im- 
Dugdale Sykes has -written authoritatively on this 

subject, 
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personal, the most indifferent to personal fame or per- 
petuity, the readiest, except Rowley, to accept collabora- 
tion Also he IS the most various His greatest tragedies 
and his greatest comedies are as if written by two different 
men Yet there seems no doubt that Middleton was both 
a great comic writer and a gi eat tragic writer There are 
a sufficient number of plays, both tragedies and comedies, 
in which his hand is so far unquestioned, to establish his 
greatness His greatness is not that of a peculiar person- 
ality, but of a great artist or artisan of the Elizabethan 
epoch We have among others The Changeling^ Women 
Beware Women^ and A Game of Chesse^ and we have 
The Roaring Girle and A Trick to Catch the Old One 
And that is enough. Between the tragedies and the 
comedies of Shakespeare, and certainly between the 
tragedies and the comedies of Jonson, we can establish a 
relation j we can see, for Shakespeare or Jonson, that each 
had in the end a personal point of view which can be 
called neither comic nor tragic But with Middleton we 
can establish no such relation He remains merely a 
name, a voice, the author of certain plays, which are all 
of them great plays He has no point of view, is neither 
sentimental nor cynical , he is neither resigned, nor dis- 
illusioned, nor romantic, he has no message He is merely 
the name which associates six or seven great plays 

For there is no doubt about The Changeling Like all 
of the plays attributed to Middleton, it is long-winded 
and tiiesome, the characters talk too much, and then 
suddenly stop talking and act, they are real and impelled 
irresistibly by the fundamental motions of humanity to 
good or evil This mixture of tedious discourse and sudden 
reality is everywhere in the work of Middleton, in his 
comedy also In The Roaring Girle we read with toil 
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through a mass of cheap conventional intiiguCj and sud- 
denly realize that we are, and have been for some time 
without knowing it, observing a real and unique human 
being In reading Th& Changeling we may think, till 
almost the end of the play, that we have been concerned 
merely with a fantastic Elizabethan morality, and then 
discover that we are looking on at a dispassionate exposure 
of fundamental passions of any time and any place The 
usual opinion remains the ]ust judgment The Changeling 
IS Middleton's greatest play The morality of the conven- 
tion seems to us absurd To many intelligent readers this 
play has only an historical interest, and only serves to 
illustrate the moral taboos of the Elizabethans. The 
heroine is a young woman who, m order to dispose of a 
fiancd to whom she is indifferent, so that she may marry 
the man she loves, accepts the offer of an adventurer to 
murder the affianced, at the price (as she finds in due 
course) of becoming the murderer's mistress Such a plot 
IS, to a modern mind, absurd, and the consequent 
tragedy seems a fuss about nothing But The Changeling 
is not merely contingent for its effect upon our acceptance 
of Elizabethan good form or convention, it is, in fact, no 
more dependent upon the convention of its epoch than a 
play like A DolVs House Underneath the convention 
there is the stratum of truth permanent in human nature 
The tragedy of The Changeling is an eternal tragedy, as 
permanent as Oedipus or Antony and Cleopatra , it is the 
tragedy of the not naturally bad but irresponsible and 
undeveloped nature, caught in the consequences of its 
own action In every age and in every civilization there 
are instances of the same thing the unmoral nature, sud- 
denly trapped in the inexorable toils of morality — of 
morality not made by man but by Nature — and forced 
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to take the consequences of an act winch it had planned 
light-heartedly Beatrice is not a moral creature, she be- 
comes moral only by becoming damned Oui conventions 
are not the same as those which Middleton assumed for 
his play But the possibility of that frightful discovery of 
morality remains permanent 

The words in which Middleton expresses his tragedy 
are as great as the tragedy The process through which 
Beatrice, having decided that De Flores is the instrument 
for her purpose, passes from aversion to habituation, i e- 
mains a permanent commentary on human nature The 
directness and precision of De Flores are masterly, as is 
also the virtuousness of Beatrice on first realizing his 
motives — 


Why^ 'tis impossible thou canst he so wicked^ 

Or shelter such a cunning cruelty ^ 

To make his death the murderer of my honour ^ 

Thy language is so bold and vicious^ 

I cannot see which way I can forgive it 
With any modesty 

— a passage which ends with the really great lines of De 
Flores, lines of which Shakespeare or Sophocles might 
have been proud 

Can you weep Fate from its determined purpose^ 

So soon may you weep me 

But what constitutes the essence of the tragedy is some- 
thing which has not been sufficiently remarked, it is the 
habituation of Beatrice to her sin, it becomes no longer sin 
.but merely custom Such is the essence of the tragedy of 
Macbeth — the habituation to crime And in the end 
Beatrice, having been so long the enforced conspirator of 
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De Flores, becomes (and this is permanently true to 
human natui e) more his partner, his mate, than the mate 
and partner of the man f oi the love of whom she consented 
to the crime Her lover disappears not only from the 
scene but from her own imagination When she says of 
De Flores, 

A wondrous necessary man^ my lord, 

her praise is more than half sincere, and at the end she 
belongs far more to De Flores — towards whom, at the 
beginning, she felt strong physical repulsion — than to 
her lover Alsemero It is De Flores, in the end, to whom 
she belongs as Francesca to Paolo * 

Beneath the stars, upon yon meteor 

Ever hung my fate, ^mongst things corruptible, 

I ne^er could pluck it from him, my loathing 
Was prophet to the rest, but ne*er believed* 

And De Flores’s cry is perfectly sincere and in character 

I loved this woman in spite of her heart, 

Her love I earned out ofPiracquds murder . 

Yes, and her honours prize 

Was my reward, I thank life for nothing 

But that pleasure, it was so sweet to me, 

That I have drunk up all, left none behind 
For any man to pledge me* 

The tragedy of Beatrice is not that she has lost Alsemero, 
for whose possession she played, it is that she has won 
De Flores. Such tragedies are not limited to Elizabethan 
times they happen every day and perpetually. The 
greatest tragedies are occupied with great and permanent 
moral conflicts the great tragedies of Aeschylus, of 
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Sophocles, of Corneille, of Racine, of Shakespeare, have 
the same burden In poetry, in dramatic technique, The 
Changeling is inferior to the best plays of Webster But 
in the moral essence of tragedy it is safe to say that in this 
play Middleton is surpassed by one Elizabethan alone, 
and that is Shakespeare In some respects in which 
Elizabethan tragedy can be compared to French or to 
^reefc tragedy The Changeling stands above every tragic 
play of its time, except those of Shakespeare 

The genius which blazed in The Changeling was fitful 
but not accidental The best tragedy after The Changeling 
IS Women Beware Women The thesis of the play, as the 
title indicates, is more arbitrary and less fundamental. 
The play itself, although less disfigured by ribaldry or 
clowning, is more tedious. Middleton sinks himself in 
conventional moralizing of the epoch, so that, if we are 
impatient, we decide that he gives mei ely a document of 
Elizabethan humbug — and then suddenly a personage 
will blaze out in genuine fire of vituperation The wicked- 
ness of the personages in Women Beware Women is con- 
ventional wickedness of the stage of the time , yet slowly 
the exasperation of Bianca, the wife who married beneath 
her, beneath the ambitions to which she was entitled, 
emerges from the negative, slowly the real human pas- 
sions emerge from the mesh of interest in which they 
begin And here again Middleton, in writing what 
appears on the surface a conventional picture-palace 
Italian melodrama of the time, has caught permanent 
human feelings And in this play Middleton shows his 
interest — more than any of his contemporaries — in 
innuendo and double meanings 5 and makes use of that 
game of chess, which he was to use more openly and 
directly for satire in that perfect piece of literary 
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political art, A Game of Chesse, The irony could not be 
improved upon 

Did I not say my duke would fetch you d^er^ Widow ^ 

I think you spoke in earnest when you said madam 

And my black king makes all the haste he can too 
Well^ madam^ we may meet with him in time yet 
Fve given thee blind mate twice. 

There is hardly anything truer in Elizabethan drama than 
Bianca’s gradual self-will and self-importance in con- 
sequence of her courtship by the Duke 

Troth j you speak wondrous well for your old house here, 

’ Twill shortly fall down at your feet to thank you. 

Or stoop ^ when you go to bedy lijze a good childy 
To ask you blessing 

In spite of all the long-winded speeches, in spite of all the 
conventional Itahanate horrors, Bianca remains, like 
Beatrice m The Changeling^ areal woman, as real, indeed, 
as any woman of Elizabethan tragedy. Bianca is a type of 
the woman who is purely moved by vanity 

But if Middleton understood women in tragedy better ’ 
than any of the Ehzabethans — better than the creator 
of the Duchess of Malfy, better than Marlowe, better 
than Tourneur, or Shirley, or Fletcher, better than any 
of them except Shakespeare alone — he was also able, in 
his comedy, to present a finer woman than any of them 
The Roaring Girle has no apparent relation to Middle- 
ton’s tragedies^ yet it is agreed to be primarily the work 
of Middleton It is typical of the comedies of Middleton, 
and it 1$ the best In his tragedies Middleton employs all 
the Itahanate horrors of his time, and obviously for the 
purpose of pleasing the taste of his time, yet underneath 
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we feel always a quiet and undisturbed vision of things as 
they are and not ‘another thing’ So in his comedies The 
comedies are long-winded, the fathers are heavy fathers, 
and rant as heavy fathers should 5 the sons are wild and 
wanton sons, and perform all the pranks to be expected 
of them, the machineiy is the usual Elizabethan 
machinery, Middleton is solicitous to please his audience 
with what they expect, but thei e is underneath the same 
steady impersonal passionless observation of human 
natuie The Roaring Girle is as artificial as any comedy 
of the time, its plot creaks loudly, yet the Girl herself is 
always real She may rant, she may behave piepos- 
tei ously, but she remains a type of the sort of woman who 
has renounced all happiness for herself and who lives 
only for a piinciple Nowhere more than in The Roaring 
Girle can the hand of Middleton be distinguished more 
cleaily from the hand of Dekker Dekker is all sentiment, 
and, indeed, in the so admired passages of A Fair Quarrel^ 
exploited by Lamb, the mood if not the hand of Dekker 
seems to the unexpert critic to be more present than 
Middleton’s A Fair Quarrel seems as much, if not more, 
Dekker’s than Middleton’s Similarly with The Spanish 
Gipsiej which can vnth difficulty be attributed to Middle- 
ton But the feeling about Moll Cut-Purse of The Roaring 
Girle is Middleton’s rather than anybody’s In Middle- 
ton’s tragedy there is a strain of realism underneath, 
which IS one with the poetry 5 and in his comedy we find 
the same thing 

In her recent book on The Social Mode of Restoration 
Comedy^ Miss Kathleen Lynch calls attention to the 
gradual transition from Elizabethan-Jacobean to Restora- 
tion comedy She observes, what is certainly true, that 
Middleton is the greatest ‘realist’ in Jacobean comedy. 
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Miss Lynch’s extremely suggestive thesis is that the 
transition fiom Ehzabethan-Jacobean to later Caroline 
comedy is primarily economic that the interest changes 
from the citizen aping gentry to the citizen become gentiy 
and accepting that code of manners In the comedy of 
Middleton certainly there is as yet no code of manneis, 
but the mei chant of Cheapside is aiming at becoming a 
member of the country gentry Miss Lynch remarks 
‘Middleton’s keen concentration on the spectacle of the 
interplay of different social classes marks an important 
development in realistic comedy ’ She calls attention to 
this aspect of Middleton’s comedy, that it marks, better 
than the romantic comedy of Shakespeare, or the comedy 
of Jonson, occupied with what Jonson thought to be 
permanent and not transient aspects of human nature, 
the transition between the aristocratic world which pre- 
ceded the Tudors and the plutocratic modern world 
which the Tudors initiated and encouraged By the time 
of the return of Charles II, as Miss Lynch points out, 
society had been reorganized and formed, and social con- 
ventions had been created In the Tudor times birth 
still counted (though nearly all the great families were 
extinct) , by the time of Charles II only breeding counted 
The comedy of Middleton, and the comedy of Brome, and 
the comedy of Shirley, is intermediate, as Miss Lynch 
remarks Middleton, she observes, marks the transitional 
stage in which the London tradesman was anxious to 
cease to he a tradesman and to become a country gentle- 
man The words of his City Magnate in Michaelmas 
Terme have not yet lost their point 

‘A fine journey in the Whitsun holydays, I’f aith, to nde 
with a number of cittizens and their wives, some upon 

91 



THOMAS MIDDLETON 


pillions, some upon side-saddles, I and little Thomasine 
i’ the middle, our son and heir, Sim Quomodo, in a peach- 
colour taffeta jacket, some horse length, or a long yard 
before us — there will be a fine show on’s I can tell you.’ 

But Middleton’s comedy is not, like the comedy of 
Congreve, the comedy of a set social behaviour, it is still, 
like the later comedy of Dickens, the comedy of indivi- 
duals, in spite of the continual motions of city merchants 
towards county gentility In the comedy of the Restora- 
tion a figure such as that of Moll Cut-Purse would have 
been impossible As a social document the comedy of 
Middleton illustrates the transition from government by 
a landed aristocracy to government by a city aristocracy 
gradually engrossing the land As such it is of the greatest 
interest But as literature, as a dispassionate picture of 
human nature, Middleton’s comedy deserves to be re- 
membered chiefly by its real — perpetually real — and 
human figure of Moll the Roaring Girl That Middleton’s 
comedy was ‘photographic’, that it introduces us to the 
low life of the time far better than anything in the comedy 
of Shakespeare or the comedy of Jonson, better than any- 
thing except the pamphlets of Dekker and Greene and 
Nashe, there is little doubt But it produced one great 
play — The Roaring Girle — a great play in spite of the 
tedious long speeches of some of the principal characteis, 
in spite of the clumsy machinery of the plot for the 
reason that Middleton was a great observer of human 
nature, without fear, without sentiment, without pre- 
judice 

And Middleton in the end — after criticism has sub- 
tracted all that Rowley, all that Dekker, all that others 
contributed — is a great example of great English drama. 
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He has no message, he is merely a great recorder 
Incidentally, in flashes and when the dramatic need 
comes, he is a great poet, a great master of versification 

I that am of your blood was taken from you 
For your better healthy look no more upon H, 

But cast It to the ground regardlessly^ 

Let the common sewer take it from distinction 

Beneath the stars, upon yon meteor 

Ever hung my fate, ^mongst things corruptible, 

I ne'er could pluck it from him, my loathing 
Was prophet to the rest, but ne'er believed. 


The man who wrote these lines remains inscrutable, 
solitary, unadmired, welcoming collahoration, indifferent 
to fame, dying no one knows when and no one knows 
how, attracting, in three hundred years, no personal 
admiration. Yet he wrote one tragedy which more than 
any play except those of Shakespeare has a profound and 
permanent moral value and horror, and one comedy 
which more than any Elizabethan comedy realizes a free 
and noble womanhood. 
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Thomas Heywood 

There are a few of the Elizahethan dramatists, notably 
Marlowe and Ben Jonson, who always return to our 
minds with the reality of personal acquaintances. We 
know them unmistakably through their own writings — 
Jonson partly through his conversations with Drum- 
mond — and by a few anecdotes of the kind which, even 
when apocryphal, remain as evidence of the personal 
impression that such men must have made upon their 
contemporaries There are others whom we can remember 
only by the association of their names with a play, or a 
group of plays Of all these men Thomas Heywood is one 
of the dimmest figures, and it is interesting to remark 
how very dim he still remains even after Dr Clark’s ex- 
haustive industry ^ Dr Clark appears to have discovered 
and assembled all the information that we can ever 
expect to have, and it is certainly not his fault that 
Heywood makes still but a faint impression, in fact, Dr. 
Clark’s book can help us considerably to understand why 
this IS so The book is solidly documentary, it is not, like 
some biographical essays with scanty material, stuffed out 
with appreciation and conjecture. It is, in fact, an admir- 
able account of the life of a typical literary jack-of-all- 
trades of the epoch, the summary of Heywood’s activities 
as a pamphleteer, with his works of what may be termed 
popular theology in the Puritan cause, is full of interest 
for any one who cares about this lively and, in some 

^ Thomas H^wood* Playwright and Miscellanist^ by A, M. 
Clark (Oxford Blackwell, 1931). 
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respects, very remote age And the book confirms the 
impression that Heywood — whom Dr. Clark shows con- 
vincingly to have been a Heywood of Mottram, in 
Cheshire, and not of the family of Heywood of Lincoln- 
shire, the county of his birth — was a facile and some- 
times felicitous purveyor of goods to the popular taste 

Heywood’s reputation, which we owe primarily to 
Lamb and Hazlitt, is founded on A Woman Killed with 
Kindness^ but The English Traveller and The Wise- 
Women of Hogsdon are not far below it, and the first 
part of The Fair Maid of the West, when it has been per- 
formed — twice, we believe, in recent years — was re- 
vealed as a rollicking piece of popular patriotic sentiment 
Before considering whether this output has enough 
coherence to be treated with the dignity of an oeuvre, 
there are several interesting attributions of Dr Clark’s 
which demand attention. The first and most important is 
Appius and Virginia 

The date of this play, which has long been a difficulty 
to students of Webster — a play far below Webster’s best 
work, and in some respects dissimilar to it — forms one of 
Dr. Clark’s reasons for attributing the play primarily to 
Heywood This was, of course, the guess of Rupert 
Brooke; but, given the initial doubt which stakes any 
admirer of Webster, the opinion, when it comes from a 
close student of Heywood, has much stronger authority 
Dr. Clark, however, is not content to take issue only with 
Mr Sykes (who gives the whole play to Webster), though 
that IS a serious task m itself. He dismisses, with hardly 
more attention than a few footnotes, the moderate and so 
far, we believe, impregnable view of Mr. F L Lucas He 
refers, certainly, to Mr. Lucas’s ‘attempt to depreciate 
Heywood’ as ‘unciitical’ , because Mr, Lucas, in Ins intro- 
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duction to the play in his complete edition of Webster, 
doubts whether Heywood 

‘could have produced unaided so well-planned and 
reasonable a play For there is a peculiar oafish simplicity 
about him which made him unable ever to create a single 
piece, except perhaps Edward I which is not deformed 
by pages of utter drivel ’ 

Mr Lucas has perhaps written with a heat uncommon 
among Elizabethan scholars, though refreshing, yet his 
doubt whether Heywood could have planned the play is 
one likely to strike any one who reads both Webster and 
Heywood without prejudices To such a reader, the fact 
that Heywood is the author of The Rape of Lucrece 
strains credulity to the breaking point. But this, indeed, 
IS the whole issue between Dr. Clark and Mr Lucas 
Neither doubts that both Heywood and Webster had a 
hand in the play, neither makes a claim for any third 
author Dr Clark concludes that Heywood wrote the 
play and that ^at an unknown date Webster revised the 
play somewhat carelessly’. Mr. Lucas can more easily 
believe that Webster wrote, or designed and partly wrote, 
the play, and that Heywood either revised or completed 
it. We are left with a narrow choice and a fine distinction, 
in fact, we are left to our personal impressions. The feel- 
ing of the present reviewer, at least, is that the structure 
of the play is more credibly assignable to Webster, as well 
as the good hnes which nobody denies him. 

Our inclination to this conclusion is confirmed, if any- 
thing, by Dr Clark’s theory of Heywood’s hand in The 
Jew of Malta It seems to us that here Dr Clark’s 
scholarly theory is really founded upon a critical presup- 
position. He holds a not uncommon view that ‘so far as 
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[Marlowe’s] conception of Barabas is concerned, the play 
might finish with the second act’ But he adds, *so far as 
we know Marlowe invented the plot’, which is a consider- 
able concession , and also admits that there is a very little 
in Acts III, IV, and V which Marlowe may have written. 
He says, hn the play we probably still have the main in- 
cidents as originally determined, but now crowded mostly 
into V to make room for certain ribaldry and gruesome 
farce’ There is perhaps a little ribaldry which we should 
prefer not to attribute to Marlowe, and of a kind of which 
Heywood was certainly capable, but the most ‘gruesome 
farce’ is found in Act IV, Scenes i and ii , which the mere 
ciitic may maintain to be farce of a gruesomeness a cut 
above Heywood, and by no means unworthy of Marlowe 
That the latter part of the play is gaibled, few would 
doubt, that the writer who filled m the remains of Mar- 
lowe’s play was Heywood, Dr Clark makes out a good 
case, but mutilated and patched as the play probably is, 
we may still see in it a conception of Barabas which is by 
no means finished with the second act 

The third of Dr Clark’s interesting ascriptions con- 
cerns A Yorkshire Tragedy This abrupt little play has 
been somewhat overrated, singularly so by Swinburne 
Dr Clark’s association of it with The Miseries of Enforced 
Marriage^ and his explanation of its inconsistencies 
through this association, is an excellent piece of reason- 
ing So far as the verse is concerned, the most of it 
is not too bad to be Heywood’s, and the best line and a 
half — 

But you are playing in the angels' laps 
And will not look on me — 

strike us as a trouvaille which might have been possible to 
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Heywood. The best of the play is the part of the 'little 
son’’ 

‘ Whatj ail youj father^ are you not welP I cannot scourge 
my top as long as you stand so • you take up all the room 
with your wide legs. Puh, you cannot make me afeard 
with this j I fear no vizards, nor bugbears’ — 

and as we cannot allege any other minor dramatist as 
more competent to have written this touching dialogue 
than Heywood, we are hardly in a strong position to refuse 
it to him Tins then, we think, is the most valuable of 
Dr. Clark’s ascriptions 

None of these attributions, interesting as is the last of 
them in itself, can make veiy much difference to our 
estimate of Heywood as a dramatist and a poet, and it is 
upon the indisputable plays that we found our opinion 
of him These indisputable plays exhibit what may be 
called the minimum degree of unity Similar subject- 
matter and treatment appear m several, the same stage 
skill, the same versifying ability. The sensibility is merely 
that of ordinary people in ordinary life — which is the 
reason, perhaps, why He3rwood is misleadingly called a 
'realist’ Behind the motions of his personages, the 
shadows of the human world, there is no reahty of moral 
synthesis , to inform the verse there is no vision, none of 
the artist’s power to give undefinable unity to the most 
various material. In the work of nearly all of those of his 
contemporaries who are as well known as he there is at 
least some inchoate pattern there is, as it would often be 
called, personality. Of those of Hejwood’s plays which are 
worth reading, each is worth reading for itself, but none 
throws any illumination upon any other, 

Heywood’s versification is never on a very high poetic 
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level, but at its best is often on a high dramatic level This 
can be illustrated by one of the best known of quotations 
from A Woman Killed with Kindness 

O speak no more ^ 

For more than this I know^ and have recorded 
Within the red-leaved table of my heart 
Fair^ and of all beloved^ I was not fearful 
Bluntly to give my life into your hand^ 

^nd at one hazard all my earthly means 
Go, tell your husband^ he will turn me off^ 

Audi am then undone I care not^ I 
’ Twasfor your sake Perchance m rage hedl kill me, 

I care not, ^twas for you Say I incur 

The general name of villain through the world, 

Of traitor to my friend, I care not, /. 

Beggary, shame, death, scandal, and reproach, 

For you Fll hazard all why, what care I ^ 

For you Fll live, and in your love Fll die 

The image at the beginmng of this passage does not, it is 
true, deserve its fame ‘Table of my heart’ is a legitimate, 
though hardly striking, metaphor, but to call it red- 
leaved IS to press the anatomical aspect into a ridiculous 
figure It IS not a conceit, as when Crashaw deliberately 
telescopes one image into another, but merely the irreflec- 
tive grasping after a fine trope But in the lines that follow 
the most skilful use is made of regular blank verse to 
emphasize the argument, and it is, even to the judicious 
couplet at the end, a speech which any actor should be 
happy to declaim. The speech is perfect for the situation, 
the most persuasive that Wendoll could have made to 
Mrs. Frankford, and it persuades us into accepting her 
surrender And this instance of verse which is only 
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model ately poetical but very highly dramatic is by no 
means singular m Heywood’s work 

And undeniably Heywood was not without skill in the 
construction of plays. It is unreasonable to complain of 
A Woman Killed with Kindness that it is improbable that 
a woman who has lived very happily with her husband 
and borne children should suddenly and easily be seduced 
by a man who had been living in the house the whole time , 
we consider that the seduction is made extremely plaus- 
ible What IS perhaps clumsy is the beginning supeT-- 
fluously by a scene directly after the marriage of the 
FrankfordSj instead of by a scene marking the happiness 
of the pair up to the moment of WendolVs declaration 
Sufficient verisimilitude is maintained to the end, we 
accept the Elizabethan convention of very quick death 
from heartbreak, and the last scene is really affecting It 
IS true that Mistress Frankford’s words 

Out of my zeal to Heaven^ whither now Tm bound^ 

seem to rely upon some curiously unorthodox theology, 
and even if death from bi oken heart secures the remission 
of sins, It hardly became Mrs Frankford to be so certain of 
It But such a moral sentiment is perhaps not unique in 
the ethics of Elizabethan drama, and other small touches 
in the play, such as the finding of the guitar, well deserve 
the praise they have received It is in the underplot, as m 
some other plays, that Heywood is least skilful This 
theme — a man leady to prostitute his sister as payment 
for a debt of honour — is too grotesque even to horrify 
us , but It IS too obviously there merely because an under- 
plot is required to fill out the play for us to feel anytlnng 
but boi edom when it recurs Middleton’s The Changeling, 
in every other respect a far finer play, must shai e with A 
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Woman Killed with Kindness the discredit of having the 
weakest underplot of any important play in the whole 
Elizabethan repertory 

Indeed^ Heywood suffers from one great handicap in 
attempting to write underplots at all — he was gifted' 
with very little sense of humour, and therefore could not 
fall back upon the comic for the purpose In attempting to 
be amusing he sometimes has recourse, as other men 
than harried playwrights have been known to do, to the 
-dtfwest bawdiness, which leaves us less with a sense ofj 
repugnance for the man who could write it than with ai 
sense of pity for the man who could think of nothing 
better Here and there, in The Wise-Woman of Hogsdon 
for instance, he succeeds with something not too far 
below Jonson to be comparable to that master’s work, 
the wise woman herself, and her scenes with her clientele, 
are capitally done, and earn for Heywood the title of 
^realist’ if any part of his work can The scene of the un- 
masking of Young Chartley must he excellent fun when 
played The underplot of The English Traveller^ on the 
other hand, is a clumsy failure to do that in which only 
Jonson could have succeeded But Heywood has no imagi- 
native humoui , and as he has so often been spoken of in the 
same breath with Dekker, that is a comparison which may 
3ustly be made Just as Bess, the Fair Maid of the West, 
IS a purel} melodramatic figure beside the heroine of The 
Roaring Girle^ so Heywood could no more have created 
the character of Cuddie Banks, in The Witchj than he 
could have written the magnificent tirade (a tirade which, 
if anything can, goes to prove that Middleton wrote The 
Revenger"* s Tragedy) which Middleton puts into the mouth 
of the chief character in the same play Cuddie Banks, 
loving the dog whom he knows to he a devil, hut loving 
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him as dog while reproving him as devil, is worthy to rank^ 
with clowns of Shakespeare , he is not 'realistic’, he is true 
It was in The English Traveller that Heywood found 
his best plot. Possibly the elder critics disapproved of the 
heioine’s plighting herself to marry her admirer as soon 
as her elderly husband should die, but it is far less offen- 
sive to modern taste than many other situations in Eliza- 
bethan drama, and it is one which a modern novelist — 
not perhaps a quite modern novelist, but a Stendhal — 
might have made the most of It is indeed a plot especial^ 
modern among Elizabethan plots, for the refinement of 
agony of the vntuous lover who has controlled his passion 
and then discovers that his lady has deceived both her 
husband, who is his friend, and himself, is really more 
poignant than the torment of the betrayed husband 
Frankford The strange situation a quatre^ Master Win- 
cott and his wife, young Geraldine and his faithless com- 
panion Delavil — and old Geraldine neatly woiked into 
the pattern as well — is not only well thought of but well 
thought out , and it is delicately phrased 

y GER 

Your husbanTs old^ to whom my soul doth wish 
A Nestor'" s age^ so much he merits from me^ 

Yet if (as proof and Nature daily teach 

Men cannot always live^ especially 

Such as are old and crazed) he be called hence, 

Fairly, in full maturity of time, 

And we two be reserved to after-life, 

Will you confer your widowhood on me^ 

WIFE 

You ask the thing I was about to beg, 

Your tongue hath spoke mine own thoughts . . . 
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WIFE 

Till that day corner you shall reserve yourself 
A single man^ converse nor company 
With any woman^ contract nor combine 
With maid or widow ^ which expected hour 
As I do wish not haste^ so when it happens 
It shall not come unwelcome You hear all. 

Vow this, 

Y-^aER 

By all that you have said^ I swear 
And by this kiss confirm 

WIFE, 

You're now my brother^ 

But then^ my second husband. 

It could not have been done better As in the passage 
from A Woman Killed with Kindness quoted above, the 
verse, which nowhere bursts into a flame of poetry, is yet 
economical and tidy, and formed to extract all the drama- 
tic value possible from the situation And it is by his, 
refinement of sentiment, by his sympathetic dehcacy in 
these two plays, that Heywood deserves, and well 
deserves, to be remembered, for here he has accomplished 
what none of his contemporaries succeeded in accom- 
plishing 

Yet we must concede that the interest is always senti- 
mental, and never ethical One has seen plays in our time 
which are ]ust the sort of thing that Heywood would 
have written had he been our contemporary. It is usual 
for inferior authors at any time to accept whatever 
morality is current, because they are interested not to 
analyse the ethics but to exploit the sentiment Mrs, 
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Frankford yields to her seducer with hardly a struggle, 
and her decline and death are a tribute to popular senti- 
ment, not, certainly, a vindication of inexorable moral 
law She is in the sentimental tradition which peopled a 
period of nineteenth-century fiction with Little Em’lys, 
and which, if it now produces a generation of rather 
robuster heroines, has yet made no moral advance, be- 
cause It has no vital relation to morals at all For a 
Corneille or a Racine, the centre of interest in the situa- 
tion of Mrs Franlcford or Mrs Wincott would have beeii 
the moral conflict leading up to the fall, and even the 
absence of conflict, as in the seduction of Mathilde (if 
seduction it can be called) m Le Rouge et le Ahzr, can be 
treated by a moralist. The capital distinction is that be- 
tween representation of human actions which have moral 
reality and representation of such as have only senti- 
mental reality, and besides this, any distinction between 
‘healthy’ and ‘morbid’ sentiment is trivial It is well 
enough to speak of Heywood, as does Dr Clark, as ‘a man 
of tender chanty , ever kindly to the fallen and with a 
gift of homely pathos and simple poetiy’, though it does 
less than ]ustice to Heywood to describe his pathos as 
‘homely’ (for the famous pathos of ‘Nan, Nan^’ is no 
homelier than Lear’s ‘Never, never, never, never, never’, 
though far below it)/ What matters is not whether Hey- 
wood was inspired by tender charity, but whether hisi 
actual productions are any more edifying, anymore moral, 
than what Dr Clark would call ‘the slippery ethics’ of 
Fletcher, Massinger, and Ford 

The ethics of most of the greater Elizabethan drama- 
tists IS only intelligible as leading up to, or deriving from, 
that of Shakespeare . it has its significance, we mean, only 
in the light of Shakespeare’s fuller revelation There is 
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another type of ethics, that of the satirist In Shakespeare’s 
work It IS represented most nearly by Timon and Troilus^ 
but in a mind with such prodigious capacity of develop- 
ment as Shakespeare’s, the snarhng vein could not en- 
dure The kind of satire which is approached in The Jew 
of Malta reaches perhaps its highest point with Volpone^ 
but It is a kind to which also approximates much of the 
work of Middleton and Tourneur, men who as writers 
must be counted morally higher than Fletcher, Ford, or 
Heywood. 

These by enchantments can whole lordships change 
To trunks of rich attire^ turn ploughs and teams 
To Flanders mares and coaches^ and huge trains 
Of servitors to a French butterfly 
Have you not city-witches who can turn 
Their husbands'* wares^ whole standing shops ofwares^ 
To sumptuous tables^ gardens of stolen sin^ 

In one year wasting what scarce twenty win^ 

Are not these witches^ 

That dolorous aspect of human nature which in comedy is 
best portrayed by Molibre, though Jonson and even 
Wycherley have the same burden, appears again and 
again in the tiagic drama of Middleton and Tourneur. 
Without denying to Heywood what Dr Clark attributes 
to him, a sense of The pity of it’, we can find a profounder 
sense of the ^pity of it’ in the hues quoted above which 
Middleton gives to the Witch of Edmonton Fleywood’s 
sense of pity is genuine enough, but it is only the kind of 
pity that the ordinary playgoer, of any time, can appre- 
ciate. Heywood’s is a drama of common life, not, m the 
highest sense, tragedy at all, there is no supernatural 
music from behind the wings He would in any age have 
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been a successful playwnght, he is eminent in the 
pathetic, rather than the tragic His nearest approach to 
those deeper emotions which shake the veil of Time is in 
that fine speech of Frankford which surely no man or 
woman past youth can read mthout a twinge of personal 
feeling , 

O God^ 0 Godf that it were possible 

To undo things done^ to call back yesterday . . , 



Cyril Tourneur 

Although the ti'agedies which make immortal the name 
of Cyril Tourneur are accessible to every one in the 
Mermaid editiouj it is still an event to have a new edition 
of the ‘work^ of this strange poet Fifty-two years have 
passed since the edition in two volumes hy Churton 
Collins And this sumptuous critical edition of Professor 
Nicoll’s^ reminds us that it is time to revalue the work of 
Tourneur 

None of the Elizabethan dramatists is more puzzling, 
none offers less foothold for the scholarly investigator, and 
none is more dangerous for the literary cntic. We know 
almost nothing of his life, we trace his hand in no col- 
lahoration He has left only two plays, and it has been 
doubted even whether the same man wrote both, and if 
he did, as most scholars agree, there is still some doubt as 
to which he wiote first Yet in no plays by any minor 
Elizabethan is a more positive personality revealed than 
m The Revenger's Tragedy No Elizabethan dramatist 
offers greater temptation, to the scholar, to hazard con- 
jecture of fact, and to the cntic, to hazard conjecture of 
significance. We may be sure that what Mr, NicoU does 
not know is unknowm to anybody, and xt is no disrespect 
to his scholaiship and diligence to remark how little, in 
the fifty-two years of Elizabethan research since Collins, 
has been added to our knowledge of the singular poet 

^ The Works of Cyril Tourneur ^ edited hy Allardyce Nicoll, 
with decorations hy Fredenck Cartel (London The Fanfrolxco 
Presi). 
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with the delightful name Churton Collins, in his admir- 
able introduction, really knows nothing at all about the 
man’s life, and all that later students have been able to 
do IS to piece together several probable shreds That there 
was a family of Tourneurs is ceitain, the precise place in 
It of Cyril IS, as Mr Nicoll freely admits, a matter of 
speculation And with all the plausible guesses possible, 
Mr Nicoll tells us that Tourneur’s ‘whole early life is a 
complete blank’. What he does give us is good reason for 
believing that Tourneur, with perhaps other members of 
the family, was a servant of the Cecils, and he adds to 
our knowledge a prose piece, ‘The Character of Robert 
Earl of Salisbury * Besides the two tragedies, he also 
gives ‘The Transformed Metamorphosis’, the ‘Funeral 
Poem upon the Death of Sir Francis Vere’, and the Elegy 
on the death of Prince Heniy, already canonically 
attributed to Tourneur, and ‘Laugh and Lie Down’, a 
satirical pamphlet, no better and no worse than dozens 
of others, which is probably Tourneur’s — at least, it is 
attributed to him, and there is no particular reason why 
he should not be the author. 

The information of fifty years is meagre, and probably 
will never be improved. It is astomshingly incongruous 
with what we feel we know about Tourneur after reading 
the two plays two plays as different from all plays by 
known Elizabethans as they are from each other. In 
Elizabethan drama, the critic is rash who will assert 
boldly that any play is by a single hand. But with each of 
these, The Atheists Tragedy and The Revenger'^s 
Tragedy^ the literary critic feels that, even were there 
some collaboration, one mind guided the whole work, 
and feels that the mind was not that of one of the other 
well-known dramatic writers Certainly, Tourneur has 
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made a very deep impression upon the minds of those 
cntics who have admired him It is to he regretted, how- 
ever, that Professor Nicoll, at the beginning of his other- 
wise sober and ]ust inti eduction, has quoted the hysterical 
phrase of Marcel Schwob^s vie imaginaire of Tourneur 
To say that Tourneur naquit de V union d'un dieu inconnu 
avec une prostituee is a pardonable excess of a romantic 
period, a pardonable excess on the part of a poet discovenng 
a foreign poet But this is not criticism; and it is a mis- 
leading introduction to the work of a man who was a 
great English poet , and it produces an impression which 
IS inci eased by the excellent but too macabre decorations 
of Mr. Carter What matters first is the beauty of the 
verse and the unity of the dramatic pattern in the two 
plays 

The author of The Atheist's Tragedy and The 
RevengeAs Tragedy belongs critically among the earlier 
of the followers of Shakespeare If Ford and Shirley and 
Fletcher represent the decadence, and Webster the last 
ripeness, then Tourneur belongs a little earlier than 
Webster He is nearer to Middleton, and has some affinity 
to that curious and still under- estimated poet Marston 
The difference between his mind and that of Webster is 
very great, if we assigned his plays to any other known 
dramatist, Webster would be the last choice For Webstei 
IS a slow, deliberate, careful writer, very much the con- 
scious artist He was incapable of writing so badly or so 
tastelessly as Tourneur sometimes did, but he is never 
quite so surprising as Tourneur sometimes is Moreover, 
Webster, in his greatest tragedies, has a kind of pity foi 
all of his characters, an attitude towards good and bad 
ahke which helps to unify the Webster pattern Tourneur 
has no such feeling for any of his characters , and in this 
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respect is nearer, as Piofessor Stoll has pointed out and 
Professor Nicoll has reminded us, to the author of 
Antonio and Mellida Of all his other contemporaries, 
Middleton is the nearest. But Mr Nicoll, we think quite 
rightly, rejects Mi E H. C Oliphant’s theoiy that Mid- 
dleton IS the author of The Revenger's Tragedy^ and with 
Mr. Dugdale Sykes restores the play to Tourneur, And 
in spite of Mr Ohphant’s weight of probabilities, theie is 
one quality of Middleton which we do not find in the two 
plays attributed to Tourneur The finest of the tragic 
characters of Middleton live in a way which differs from 
Tourneur’s, not in degree but kind, and they have flashes 
of a kind of satiric wit unknown to Tourneur, in whom 
wit is supplied by a fierce grotesquene. In reading one 
play of Middleton, either The Changeling or Women 
Beware Women^ for instance, we can recognize an author 
capable of considerable variety in his diamatic work, in 
reading either of Tourneur’s plays we recognize a narrow 
mind, capable at most of the limited range of Marston. 

Indeed, none of the characters of Tourneur, even the 
notable Vindice, the protagomst of The Revenger's Tra- 
gedy^ is by himself invested with much humanity either 
for good or evil. But dramatic characters may live in 
more than one way 5 and a dramatist like Tourneur can 
compensate his defects by the intensity of his virtues. 
Characters should be real in relation to our own life, 
certainly, as even a very minor character of Shakespeare 
may be real; but they must also be real in relation to 
each other, and the closeness of emotional pattern in the 
latter way is an important part of dramatic merit. The 
personages of Tourneur have, like those of Marston, and 
perhaps in a higher degree, this togetherness. They may 
be distortions, grotesques, almost childish caricatures of 
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humanity, but they are all distorted to scale. Hence the 
whole action, from their appearance to their ending, 'no 
common action^ indeed, has its own selLsubsistent reality. 
For closeness of texture, in fact, there are no plays be- 
yond Shakespeare’s, and the best of Marlowe and Jonson, 
that can surpass The Revenger’^ s Tragedy Tourneur 
excels in three virtues of the dramatist he knew how, 
in his own way, to construct a plot, he was cunning in 
his manipulation of stage effects, and he was a master of 
versification and choice of language The Revenger^ s 
Tragedy starts off at top speed, as every critic has 
observed, and never slackens to the end We are told 
everything we need to know before the first scene is half 
over, Tourneur employs his torrent of words with the 
greatest economy. The opening scene and the famous 
Scene v of Act ill are remarkable feats of melodrama, 
and the suddenness of the end of the final scene of Act V 
matches the sudden explosiveness of the beginning 

Before considering the detail of the two plays, we must 
face two problems which have never been solved and 
probably never will be whether the two plays are by the 
same hand and, if so, in which order they were written. 
For the first point, the consensus of scholarship, with the 
exception of Mr. Ohphant’s brilliant ascription of The 
Revenger"* $ Tragedy to Middleton — an ascription which 
leaves the other play more of a mystery than before — 
assigns the two plays to Tourneur. For the second point, 
the consensus of scholarship is counter to the first impres- 
sions of sensibility, for all existing evidence points to the 
priority of The Revenger* s Tragedy in time The records 
of Stationer’s Hall cannot be lightly disregarded, and 
Mr Dugdale Sykes, who is perhaps our greatest authority 
on the texts of Tourneur and Middleton, finds styhstic 
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evidence also Professor Nicoll accepts the evidence, ah 
though pointing out clearly enough the anomaly Cer- 
tainly, any testimony drawn from the analogy of a 
modern poet’s experience would urge that The Atheists 
Tragedy was immature work, and that The Revenger's 
Tragedy represented a period of full mastery of blank 
verse It is not merely that the latter play is in every way 
the better, but that it shows a highly original develop- 
ment of vocabulary and metric, unlike that of every 
other play and every other dramatist. The versification 
of The Revenger's Tragedy is of a very high order indeed 
And yet, with the evidence before us, summed up briefly 
in Mr. Nicoll’s preface, we cannot affirm that this is the 
later play Among all the curiosities of that curious 
period, when dramatic poets woiked and developed in 
ways alien to the modern mind, this is one of the most 
curious But it is quite possible We may conjecture either 
that The Atheist's Tragedy was composed, or partly com- 
posed, and laid by until after The Revenger's Tragedy 
was written and entered. Oi that after exhausting his 
best inspiration on the latter play — which certainly 
bears every internal evidence of having been written 
straight off in one sudden heat — Tourneur, years after, 
in colder blood, with more attention to successful models 
— not only Shakespeare but also perhaps Chapman — 
pioduced The Atheist's Tragedy^ with more regular 
verse, more conventional moralizing, more conventional 
scenes, but with here and there flashes of the old fire 
Not that the scenes of The Atheist's Tragedy are alto- 
gether conventional, or, at least, he trespasses beyond 
the convention in a personal way. There was nothing 
remarkable in setting a graveyard scene at midnight, but 
we feel that to set it for the action of a low assignation 
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and an attempted rape at the same time seems more to 
be expected of the author of The Revenger's Tragedy 
than of any one else, while the low comedy, more low 
than comic, does not seem of the taste of either Webster 
or Middleton Webster’s farcical prose is harmonious 
with his tragic verse, and in this respect Webster is a 
w^orthy follower of the tradition of the Porter in Macbeth 
Middleton again, in his tragedies, has a different feel of 
the relation of the tragic and the comic, whereas the 
transitions in the two tragedies of Tourneur — and es- 
pecially in The Atheist's Tragedy — are exactly what one 
would expect from a follower of Marston, especially in 
The Atheist's Tragedy they have that offensive taste- 
lessness which IS so positive as to be itself a kind of taste, 
which we find in the work of Marston. 

The Atheist's Tragedy is indeed a peculiar brew of 
styles It has well-known passages like the following ^ 

Walkuig next day upon the fatal shore^ 

Among the slaughtered bodies of their men, 

Which the full-stomached sea had cast upon 
The sands, it was my unhappy chance to light 
Upon a face, whose favour when it lived 
My astonished mind informed me I had seen 
He lay in his armour, as if that had been 
His coffin, and the weeping sea {like one 
Whose wilder temper doth lament the death 
Of him whom in his rage he slew) runs up 
The shore, embraces him, kisses his cheek, 

Goes hack again, and forces up the sands 

^ The text used in the following quotations is the critical 
text of Professor Nicoll, but for convenience and familiarity 
the modernized spelling and punctuation of the ‘Mermaid’ 
text IS used 
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To bury him^ and every time it parts 
Sheds tears upon him, till, at last {as if 
It could not longer endure to see the man 
Whom it had slam, yet loth to leave him) with 
A kind of unresolved unwilling pace, 

Winding her waves one in another, {like 
A man that folds his arms, or wrings his hands 
For grief) ebbed from the body, and descends, 

As if It would sink down into the earth 
And hide itself for shame of such a deed 

The present writer was once convinced that The Atheisfs 
Tragedy was the earlier play. But lines like these, 
masterly but artificial, might well belong to a later period, 
the regulanty of the versification, the elaboration of the 
long suspended sentences, with three similes expressed in 
brackets, remind us even of Massinger It is true that 
Charles Lamb, commenting on this passage, refeis this 
parenthetical style to Sir Philip Sidney, who ^seems to 
have set the example to Shakespeare^ but these lines 
have closer syntactical parallels in Massinger than in 
Shakespeare. But lines like 

To spend our substance on a minute^ s pleasure 

remind one of The RevengeAs Tragedy, and lines like 

Your gravity becomes your perished soul 
As hoary mouldiness does rotten fruit 

of The RevengeAs Tragedy where it is likest Middleton 
As a parallel for admitting the possibility of The 
Atheisfs Tragedy being the later play, Professor NicoU 
cites the fact that Cymbeline is later than Hamlet This 
strikes us as about the most unsuitable parallel that could 
be found. Even though some critics may still consider 
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Cymbeline as evidence of ‘declining powers’, it has no less 
a mastery of words than Hamlet^ and possibly more, and, 
like every one of Shakespeare’s plays, it adds something 
or develops something not explicit m any previous play, 
It has its place m an orderly sequence Now accepting the 
canonical order of Tourneur’s two plays, The Atheists 
Tragedy adds nothing at all to what the other play has 
given us, there is no development, no fresh inspiration 5 
only the skilful but uninspired use of a greater metrical 
variety Cases are not altogether wanting, among poets, 
of a precocious maturity exceeding the limits of the poet’s 
experience — in contrast to the very slow and very 
long development of Shakespeare — a maturity to which 
the poet IS never again able to catch up. Tourneur’s 
genius, in any case, is in The Revenger's Tragedy^ his 
talent only in The Atheists Tragedy, 

Indeed, The Revenger's Tragedy might well he a 
specimen of such isolated masterpieces. It does express — 
and this, chiefly, is what gives it its amazing unity — an 
intense and unique and horrible vision of life, but is such 
a Yision as might come, as the result of few or slender 
experiences, to a highly sensitive adolescent with a gift 
for words. We are apt to expect of youth only a fragmen- 
tary view of life , we incline to see youth as exaggerating 
the importance of its narrow experience and imagining 
the world as did Chicken Licken. But occasionally the 
intensity of the vision of its own ecstasies or horrors, com- 
bined with a mastery of word and rhythm, may give to a 
juvenile work a universality which is beyond the author’s 
knowledge of life to give, and to which mature men and 
women can respond. Ghurton Collins’ introduction to the 
works IS by far the most penetrating interpretation of 
Tourneur that has been written^ and this introduction, 
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though Collins belieyed The Revenger's Tragedy to be 
the later play, and although he thinks of Tourneur as a 
man of mature experience, does not invalidate this 
theory ‘Tourneur^s great defect as a dramatic poet/ says 
Collins, hs undoubtedly the narrovs^ness of his range of 
vision’ and this narrowness of range might be that of a 
young man The cynicism, the loathing and disgust of 
humanity, expressed consummately in The Revenger's 
Tragedy j are immature in the respect that they exceed 
the object Their objective equivalents are characters 
practising the grossest vices, characters which seem 
merely to be spectres projected from the poet’s inner 
world of nightmare, some horror beyond words So the 
play IS a document on humanity chiefly because it is a 
document on one human being, Tourneur, its motive is 
truly the death motive, for it is the loathing and horroi 
of life Itself To have realized this motive so well is a 
triumph, for the hatred of life is an important phase — 
even, if you like, a mystical expeiience — m life itself 
The Revenger's Tragedy^ then, is in this lespect quite 
different fiom any play by any minor Elizabethan, it can, 
in this respect, he compared only to Hamlet Pei haps, 
however, its quality would be better marked by contrast- 
ing It with a later work of cynicism and loathing, 
Gulliver's Travels No two compositions could be more 
dissimilar Tourneur’s ‘Suffering, cynicism and despair’, 
to use Collins’ words, aie static, they might he prior to 
experience, oi be the fruit of hut little, Swift’s is the pro- 
gressive cynicism of the mature and disappointed man of 
the world As an objective comment on the world, Swift’s 
is by far the more terrible For Swift had himself enough 
pettiness, as well as enough sin of pride, and lust of 
dominion, to be able to expose and condemn mankind by 
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Its universal pettiness and pride and vanity and ambition, 
and his poetry, as well as his prose, attests that he hated 
the very smell of the human animal We may think as we 
read Swift, ^how loathesome human beings are^, in read- 
ing Tourneur we can only think, 'how terrible to loathe 
human beings so much as that* For you cannot make 
humanity horrible merely by presenting human beings 
as consistent and monotonous maniacs of gluttony and 
lust. 

Collins, we think, tended to read into the plays of 
Tourneur too much, or more than is necessary, of a life- 
time’s experience Some of his phrases, however, are 
memorable and just But what still remains to be praised, 
after Swinburne and Collins and Mr Nicoll, is Tourneur’s 
unique style in blank verse. His occasional verses are 
mediocre at best, he left no lync verse at all, but it is 
hardly too much to say that, after Marlowe, Shakespeare, 
and Webster, Tourneur is the most remaikable technical 
innovator — an innovator who found no imitators The 
style of The Revenger^ s Tragedy is consistent throughout j 
there is little variation, but the rapidity escapes monotony 

Faith^ if the truth were known^ I was begot 
After some gluttonous dinner^ some stirring duh 
Was my first father^ when deep healths went round 
And ladies^ cheeks were painted red with wine, 

Their tongues, as short and nimble as their heels, 

Uttering words sweet and thick, and when they rose, 

Were merrily disposed to fall again 
In such a whispering and withdrawing hour 

. . and, in the morning 

When they are up and drest, and their mask on, 

Who can perceive this, save that eternal eye 
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That sees through flesh and all^ if anything be 

damned^ 

It will be twelve o'* clock at night , 

His verse hurries 

O think upon the pleasure of the palace ^ 

Secured ease and state ' the stirring meats ^ 

Ready to move out of the dishes^ that den now 
Quicken when they are eaten t 
Banquets abroad by torchlight f music t sports t 
Bareheaded vassals^ that had nder the fortune 
To keep on their own hats, but let horns wear ^emt 
Nine coaches waiting — * hurry , hurry, hurry — 

His phrases seem to contract the images in his ejpfort to say 
everything in the least space, the shortest time 

Age and hare hone 
Are der allied in action . 

To suffer wet damnation to run through ’em . . 

The poor benefit of a bewildering minute 

{Bewildering is the reading of the Mermaid text, both 
Churton Collins and Mr Nicoll give bewitching without 
mentioning any alternative reading it is a pity if they 
be right, for bewildering is much the ncher wot d here ) 

forgetful feasts , , . 

falsify highways . . 

And the peculiar abruptness, the frequent change of 
tempo, characteristic of The Revenged s Tragedy, is no- 
where better shown than by the closing lines 

This murder might have slept in tongueless brass, 

But for ourselves, and the world died an ass 
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Now I remember too, here was Piato 
Brought forth a knavish sentence once^ 

No doubt {said he)^ hut time 

Will make the murderer bring forth himself 

’ Tis well he died^ he was a witch 

And nowj my lord^ since we are in forever, 

This work was ours, which else might have been slipped^ 
And if we list, we could have nobles clipped, 

And go for less than beggars, but we hate 
To bleed so cowardly, we have enough, 
r faith, wdre well, our mother turned, our sister true, 
We die after a nest of dukes Adieu^ 

The versification as indeed the whole style of The 
RevengeAs Tragedy, is not that of the last period of the 
great drama Although so peculiarj the metric of 
Tourneur is earlier in style than that of the later Shake- 
speare, or Fletcher, or Webster, to say nothing of Mas- 
singer, or Shirley, or Ford It seems to derive, as much 
as from any one’s, from that of Marston. What gives 
Tourneur his place as a great poet is this one play, in 
which a horror of life, singular in his own or any age, 
finds exactly the right words and the right rhythms 
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Among other possible classifications, we might divide the 
Elizabethan and Jacobean dramatists into those who 
would have been great even had Shakespeare never lived, 
those who are positive enough to have brought some 
positive contribution aftei Shakespeare, and those whose 
merit consists merely in having exploited successfully a 
few Shakespearean devices or echoed here and there the 
Shakespearean verse In the first class would fall Mar- 
lowe, Jonson, and Chapman, in the second, Middleton, 
Webster, and Tourneur, in the third, Beaumont and 
Fletcher and Shirley as tragedian This kind of division 
could not support very close question, especially in its 
distinction between the second and the thud class, but 
it IS of some use at the beginning, in helping us to assign 
a provisional place to John Ford 

The standard set by Shakespeaie is that of a continuous 
development from first to last, a development in which 
the choice both of theme and of dramatic and verse 
technique in each play seems to be determined increas- 
ingly by Shakespeare’s state of feeling, by the particular 
stage of ins emotional maturity at the time What is The 
whole man’ is not simply his gieatest or maturest 
achievement, hut the whole pattern formed by the 
sequence of plays, so that we may say confidently that 
the full meaning of any one of his plays is not in itself 
alone, but in that play in the order in winch it was 
written, in its relation to all of Shakespeare’s other plays, 
earlier and later, we must know all of Shakespeare’s 
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work in order to know any of it No other dramatist of the 
time approaches anywhere near to this perfection of 
pattern^ of pattern superficial and profound, hut the 
measure in which dramatists and poets approximate to 
this unity in a lifetime’s work is one of the measmes of 
major poetry and drama We feel a similar interest, in 
less degree, in the work of Jonson and Chapman, and 
certainly in the unfinished work of Marlowe, in less 
degree still, the interest is in the work of Webster, 
hafQing as the chronological order of Webster’s plays 
makes it Even without an cmvre^ some dramatists can 
effect a satisfying unity and significance of pattern in 
single plays, a unity springing from the depth and 
coherence of a number of emotions and feelings, and not 
only from dramatic and poetic skill. The Maid's Tragedy ^ 
or A King and No King, is better constructed, and has as 
many poetic lines, as The Changeling^ but is far infenor 
in the degree of inner necessity in the feeling something 
more profound and more complex than what is ordinal ily 
called ‘sincerity’. 

It IS significant that the first of Ford’s important plays 
to he performed, so far as we have knowledge, is one 
which depends very patently upon some of the devices, 
and still more upon the feeling tone, of Shakespeai e’s 
last period The Lover's Melancholy was licensed for the 
stage in 1628 , it could haidly have been written but for 
Cymbeline^ The JVinter's Tale, Pericles, and The Tempest. 
Except for the comic passages, which are, as in all of 
Ford’s plays, qmte atrocious, it is a pleasant, dreamlike 
play without violence or exaggeration. As in other of his 
plays, there are verbal echoes of Shakespeare numerous 
enough, hut what is more interesting is the use of the 
Recognition Scene, so important in Shakespeare’s later 
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plays^ to the significance of which as a Shakespeare 
symbol Mr Wilson Klnight has drawn attention In 
Shakespeare’s plays^ this is primarily the recognition of 
a long4ost daughter, secondarily of a wife 5 and we can 
hardly read the later plays attentively without admitting 
that the father and daughter theme was one of very deep 
symbolic value to him in his last productive years 
Perdita, Manna, and Miranda share some beauty of 
which his earlier heroines do not possess the secret Now 
Ford IS struck by the dramatic and poetic effectiveness of 
the situation, and uses it on a level hardly higher than 
that of the device of twins m comedy, so in The Lover's 
Melancholy he introduces two such scenes, one the recog- 
nition of Eroclea in the guise of Parthenopliil by her 
lover Palador, the second her recognition (accompanied, 
as in Pericles^ by soft music) by her aged father Meleander 
Both of these scenes are very well carried out, and in the 
first we have a passage in that slow solemn rhythm which 
IS Ford’s distinct contribution to the blank verse of the 
period. 

Minutes are numbered by the fall ofsands^ 

As by an hourglass ^ the span of time 
Doth waste us to our graves^ and we look on it 
An age of pleasure^ revelled out^ comes home 
At last, and ends in sorrow, but the life, 

Weary of not, numbers every sand, 

Wailing in sighs, until the last drop down, 

So to conclude calamity m rest. 

The tone and movement are so positive that when in a 
dull masque by Ford and Dekker, called The Sun's 
Darling, we come across such a passage as 
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Winter at last draws on the Night of Age^ 

Yet still a humour of some novel fancy 
Untdsted or untried, puts off the minute 
Of resolution, which should hid farewell 
To a vain world of weariness and sorrows . 

we can hardly doubt the identity of the author. The 
scenes, as said above, are well planned and well written, 
and are even moving, but it is in such scenes as these 
that we are convinced of the incommensurability of 
writers like Ford (and Beaumont and Fletcher) with 
Shakespeare It is not merely that they fail where he 
succeeds , it is that they had no conception of what he was 
trying to do , they speak another and cruder language In 
their poetry there is no symbolic value, theirs is good 
poetry and good drama, but it is poetry and drama of the 
suiface And in a play like The Revenger'^ s Tragedy, or 
Women Beware Women, or The White Devil, there is 
some of that inner significance which becomes the stronger 
and stronger undertone of Shakespeare’s plays to the end. 
You do not find that in Ford 

It IS suggested, then, that a dramatic poet cannot create 
characters of the greatest intensity of life unless his per- 
sonages, in their reciprocal actions and behaviour in their 
story, are somehow dramatizing, but in no obvious form^ 
an action or struggle for harmony in the soul of the poet 
In this sense Ford’s most famous, though not necessarily 
best, play may be called ‘meaningless’ , and in so far as 
we may be justified in disliking its horrors, we are justified 
by Its lack of meaning ^Tis Pity Shds a Whore is surely 
one of the most read of minor Jacobean plays, and the only 
one of Ford’s which has been lately revived upon the 
stage. It is the best constructed, with the exception of 
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Perkin Warbeck^ and the latter play is somewhat lacking 
in action To the use of incest between brother and sister 
for a tragic plot there should be no objection of principle 
the test is, however, whether the dramatic poet is able to 
give universal significance to a perversion of nature which, 
unlike some other aberrations, is defended by no one The 
fact that It IS defended by no one might, indeed, lend 
some colour of inoffensiveness to its dramatic use 
Certainly, it is to Ford’s credit that, having chosen this 
subject — which was suggested by an Italian tale — he 
went in for it thoroughly There is none of the prurient 
flirting with impropriety which makes Beaumont and 
Fletcher’s King and No King meretricious, and which is 
most evident and nauseous in the worst play which Foi d 
himself ever wrote, The Fancies Chaste and Noble ^ a kind 
of prurience from which the comedy of Wycherley is 
entirely free Furthermore, Ford handles the theme with 
all the seriousness of which he is capable, and he can 
hardly be accused here of wanton sensationalism It is not 
the sort of play which an age wholly coriupt would pio** 
duce, and the signs of decay in Ford’s age are more 
clearly visible in the plays of Beaumont and Fletcher than 
in his own Ford does not make the unpleasant appear 
pleasant, and when, at the moment of avowed love, he 
makes Annabella say 

Brother^ even by our mother's dust^ I charge youj 

Do not betray me to your mirth or hate . . 

he IS certainly double-stressing the horror, which from 
that moment he will never allow you to forget, but if he 
did not stress the horror he would be the more culpable 
There is nothing in the play to which could be applied 
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the term appropriately used in the advertisements of 
some films the ^peppy situation' 

We must admits too, that the versification and poetry, 
for example the fine speech of Annabella in Act v, sc V, 
are of a very high order 

Brother j dear brother^ know what I have been, 

And Know that now there's but a dming-time 
' Twixt us and our confusion . 

Be not deceived, my brother^ 

This banquet is an harbinger of death 
To you and me, resolve yourself it is, 

And be prepared to welcome it. 

Finally, the low comedy, bad as it is, is more restrained in 
space, and more relevant to the plot, than is usual with 
Ford, and the death of Bergetto ('Is all this mine own 
blood?’) IS almost pathetic. When all is said, howevei, 
there are serious shoi tcomings to render account of The 
sub-plot of Flippohta is tedious, and her death superfluous. 
More important, the passion of Giovanni and Annabella is 
not shown as an affinity of temperament due to identity 
of blood 5 It hardly rises above the pui ely carnal infatua- 
tion. In Antony and Cleopatra (which is no more an 
apology for adultery than ^Tis Pity is an apology for in- 
cest) we are made to feel convinced of an overpowering 
attraction towards each other of two persons, not only in 
defiance of conventional morality, but against self- 
interest an attraction as fatal as that indicated hy the 
love-potion motif in Tnstran und Isolde, We see clearly 
why Antony and Cleopatra find each other congenial, 
and we see their relation, during the course of the play, 
become increasingly serious But Giovanni is merely sel- 
fish and self-willed, of a temperament to want a thing 
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the more because it is forbidden, Annabella is pliant, 
vacillating and negative the one almost a monster of 
egotism, the other virtually a moial defective. Her lebel- 
lious taunting of her violent husband has an effect of 
naturalness and arouses some sympathy, but the fact that 
Soranzo is himself a bad lot does not extenuate her wil- 
lingness to ruin him In short, the play has not the general 
significance and emotional depth (for the two go together) 
without which no such action can be justified, and this 
defect separates it completely from the best plays of 
Webster, Middleton, and Tourneur. 

There are two other plays, however, which aie 
superior to ^Tis Pity She^s a Whore The first is The 
Broken Hearty in which, with ^Tis Pity and The LovePs 
Melancholy^ we find some of the best ‘poeticaF passages 
Some of the best lines in The Broken Heart are given to 
the distraught Penthea, and being reminded of another 
fine passage given to a crazed woman in Venice Preserved^ 
we might be tempted to generalize, and suggest that it is 
easier for an inferior dramatic poet to write poetry when 
he has a lunatic character to speak it, because in such 
passages he is less tied down to relevance and ordinary 
sense. The quite irrelevant and apparently meaningless 
lines 

Remember^ 

When we last gathered roses in the garden^ 

I found my wits^ but truly you lost yours 

are perhaps the purest poetry to be found in the whole of 
Ford’s writings, but the longer and better-known passage 
preceding them is also on a very high level 

Sure^ if we were all Sirens^ we should sing pitifully ^ 
And Hwere a comely music^ when in parts 
126 



JOHN FORD 


One sung another's knell the turtle sighs 
When he hath lost his mate, and yet some say 
He must be dead first His a fine deceit 
To pass away in a dream^ indeed^ Vve slept 
With mine eyes open a great while No falsehood 
Equals a broken faith^ there’s not a hair 
Sticks on my head but^ like a leaden plummet^ 

It sinks me to the grave I must creep thither^ 

The journey is not long 

Between the first and the second of these passages there 
iSj however, a difference of kind rather than degree the 
first IS real poetry, the second is the echo of a mood which 
other dramatic poets had caught and realized with greater 
mastery Yet it exhibits that which gives Ford his most 
certain claim to perpetuity the distinct personal rhythm 
in blank verse which could be no one’s but his alone 

As for the play itself, the plot is somewhat overloaded 
and disti acted by the affairs of unfortunate personages, 
all of whom have an equal claim on our attention, Ford 
overstiains our pity and terror by calling upon us to 
sympathize now with Penthea, now with Calantha, now 
with Orgilus, now with Ithocles, and the recipe by which 
good and evil are mixed in the characters of Orgilus and 
Ithocles IS one winch renders them less sympathetic, 
rather than more human. The scene in which Calantha, 
during the revels, is told successively the news of the death 
of her father, of Penthea and of her betrothed, and the 
scene in the temple which follows, must have been very 
effective on the stage, and the style is elevated and well 
sustained. The end of the play almost deserves the extrava- 
gant commendation of Charles Lamb, but to a later critic 
it appears rather as a recrudescence of the Senecan mood: 
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They are the silent griefs which cut the heart-strings y 

Let me die smiling 

than as a profound searching of the human heart The best 
of the play, and it is Ford at his best, is the character and 
the action of Penthea, the lady who, after having been 
betrothed to the man she loves, is taken from him and 
given to a rival to gratify the ambitions of her brother 
Even here, Ford misses an opportunity, and lapses in 
taste, by making the unloved husband, Bassanes, the 
vulgar jealous elderly husband of comedy Penthea is a 
character which deserved, and indeed required, a more 
dignified and interesting foil We are also diverted from 
her woes by the selfish revengefulness of her lost lover, 
who, having been robbed of happiness himself, is deter- 
mined to contrive that no one else shall be happy 
Penthea, on the other hand, commands all oui sympathy 
when she pleads the cause of her brother Ithocles, the 
brother who has ruined her life, with the Princess 
Calantha whom he loves She is throughout a dignified, 
consistent, and admirable figure, Penthea, and the Lady 
Katherine Gordon in Perkin Warbecky aie the most 
memorable of all Ford’s characteis. 

Perkin Warbeck is little read, and does not contain any 
lines and passages such as those which remain in the 
memory after reading the other plays, but it is un- 
questionably Ford’s highest achievement, and is one of 
the very best historical plays outside of the works of 
Shakespeare in the whole of Elizabethan and Jacobean 
drama. To make this base-born pretender to the throne 
of England into a dignified and heroic figure was no light 
task, and is not one which we should, after reading the 
othei plays, have thought Ford competent to perform, 
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but here for once there is no lapse of taste or judgment 
Warbeck is made to appear as quite convinced that he is 
the lawful heir to the throne of England We ourselves 
are left almost believing that he was , in the right state of 
uncertainty, wondering whether his kingly and steadfast 
behaviour is due to his royal blood, or merely due to his 
passionate conviction that he is of royal blood What is 
more remarkable still, is that Ford has succeeded, not 
merely, as with Penthea, in creating one real person 
among shadows, but in fixing the right fitness and the 
right contrast between characters Even at the end, when 
the earlier pretender, Lambert Simnel, who contentedly 
serves the King (Henry VII) in the humble capacity of 
falconer, is brought forward to plead with Perkin to 
accept a similar destiny, the scene is not degrading, but 
simply serves to emphasize the nobility and constancy of 
the hero But to make a man who went down to history 
as an impostor into a heroic figure was not Ford’s only 
difficulty and success The King of Scotland, in order to 
demonstiate his faith, and emphasize his support, of 
Perkin Warbeck’s claim to the English throne, gives him 
to wife his own niece, the Lady Katherine Gordon, very 
much against her father’s wishes To make a lady so 
abruptly given away to a stranger and dedicated to such 
very doubtful fortunes into not only a loyal but a devoted 
wife, IS not easy, but Ford succeeds The introduction of 
her admirer, her countryman Lord Dalyell, does not 
disturb the effect, for Kathenne is not shown as having 
already reciprocated his affection Dalyell is merely pre- 
sent as a reminder of the kind of happy and suitable mar- 
riage which Kathenne would have made in her own 
country but for the appearance of Warbeck and the 
caprice of the King, and his touching devotion to her 
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cause throughout the action only exhibits more beauti- 
fully her own devotion to her husband. Ford for once 
succeeded in a most difficult attempt, and the play of 
Perkin Warbeck is almost flawless 

Of Ford’s other plays, Love's Sacrifice is reprinted in 
the Mermaid selection It has a few fine scenes, but is 
disfigured by all the faults of which Ford was capable In 
the complete editions — the Moxon edition with intro- 
duction (to Ford and Massinger) by Hartley Coleridge is 
obtainable, and there is also the edition of the Quarto 
texts published at the University of Louvain, the first 
volume edited by the late Professor Bang, and the second 
(1927) by Professor De Vocht — there are no other plays 
solely by Ford which retain any interest It is difficult now 
to assent to Lamb’s words, ‘Ford was of the first order of 
poets’, or to Mr Havelock Ellis’s attempt (in his excellent 
introduction to the Mermaid volume) to present Ford as a 
modern man and a psychologist Mr Ellis makes the 
assertion that Ford is nearer to Stendhal and Flaubert 
than he is to Shakespeare Ford, nevertheless, depended 
upon Shakespeare, but it would be truer to say that 
Shakespeare is nearer to Stendhal and Flaubert than he is 
to Ford There is a very important distinction to be 
drawn at this point Stendhal and Flaubert, and to them 
might be added Balzac, are analysts of the individual soul 
as It is found in a particular phase of society, and in their 
work is found as much sociology as individual psychology 
Indeed, the two are aspects of one thing, and the greater 
French novelists, from Stendhal to Proust, chronicle the 
rise, the regime, and the decay of the upper bourgeoisie 
m France In Elizabethan and Jacobean drama, and even 
in the comedy of Congreve and Wycherley, there is al- 
most no analysis of the particular society of the times, ex- 
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cept in so far as it records the rise of the City families, and 
their ambition to ally themselves with needy peerages 
and to acquire country estates Even that rise of the City, 
in Eastward Hoe and Michaelmas Ter me ^ is treated 
lightly as a foible of the age, and not as a symptom of 
social decay and change It is indeed in the lack of this 
sense of a ‘changing world^, of corruptions and abuses 
peculiar to their own time, that the Elizabethan and 
Jacobean dramatists are blessed We feel that they believed 
in their own age, in a way in which no nineteenth- or 
twentieth-century writer of the greatest seriousness has 
been able to believe in his age And accepting their age, 
they were in a position to concentrate their attention, to 
their respective abilities, upon the common charac- 
teristics of humanity in all ages, rather than upon the 
differences We can partly criticize their age through our 
study of them, but they did not so criticize it themselves 
In the work of Shakespeare as a whole, there is to be read 
the profoundest and indeed one of the most sombre 
studies of humanity that has ever been made in poetry, 
though it IS in fact so comprehensive that we cannot 
qualify it as a whole as either glad or sorry. We recognize 
the same assumption of permanence in his minor fellows 
Dante held it also, and the great Greek dramatists In 
periods of unsettlement and change we do not observe 
this It was a changing world which met the eyes of 
Lucian or of Petromus But in the kind of analysis in 
which Shakespeare was supreme the other Elizabethans 
and Jacobean dramatists differed only in degree and in 
comprehensiveness 

Such observations are not made in order to cast doubt 
upon the ultimate value of the permanence of the 
greatest 'nineteenth-century fiction. But for the age in 
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which Shakespeare lived and the age into which his influ- 
ence extended after his death, it must be Ins work, and his 
work as a whole, that is our criterion The whole of 
Shakespeare’s work is one poem, and it is the poetry of it 
in this sense, not the poetry of isolated lines and passages 
or the poetry of the single figures which he created, that 
matters most. A man might, hypothetically, compose 
any number of fine passages or even of whole poems 
which would each give satisfaction, and yet not be a great 
poet, unless we felt them to be united by one significant, 
consistent, and developing personality Shakespeare is the 
one, among all his contemporaries, who fulfils these con- 
ditions, and the nearest to him is Marlowe Jonson and 
Chapman have the consistency, but a far lower degree of 
significant development, Middleton and Webster take a 
lower place than these, the author of The Revenger's 
Tragedy^ whether we call him Tourneur or Middleton or 
another, accomplishes all that can be accomplished within 
the limits of a single play But in all these dramatists 
there is the essential, as well as the superficies, of poetry, 
they give the pattern, or we may say the undertone, of the 
personal emotion, the personal drama and struggle, which 
no biography, however full and intimate, could give us , 
which nothing can give us but our experience of the plays 
themselves. Ford, as well as Fletcher, wrote enough plays 
for us to see the absence of essential poetry Ford’s 
poetry, as well as Beaumont and Fletcher’s, is of the sur- 
face that is to say, it is the result of the stock of expres- 
sions of feeling accumulated by the greater men It is the 
absence of purpose — if we may use the word ‘purpose’ 
for something more profound than any formulable pur- 
pose can be — m such dramatists as Ford, Beaumont, 
Fletcher, Shirley, and later Otway, and still later Shelley, 
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which mates their drama tend towards mere sensation- 
alism Many reasons might be found, according to the 
particular historical aspects from which we consider the 
problem But Ford, as dramatic poet, as writer of dramatic 
blank verse, has one quality which assures him of a higher 
place than even Beaumont and Fletcher, and that is a 
quality which any poet may envy him The varieties of 
cadence and tone in blank verse are none too many, in 
the history of English verse, and Ford, though inter- 
mittently, was able to manipulate sequences of words in 
blank verse in a manner which is quite his own 
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Massinger has been more fortunately and more fairly 
judged than several of his greater contemporaries Three 
critics have done their best by him the notes of Coleridge 
exemplify Coleridge’s fragmentary and fine perceptions , 
the essay of Leslie Stephen is a piece of formidable des- 
tructive analysis, and the essay of Swinburne is Swin- 
burne’s criticism at its best None of these, probably, has 
put Massinger finally and irrefutably into a place 

English criticism is inclined to argue or persuade 
rather than to state, and, instead of forcing the subject 
to expose himself, these critics have left in their work an 
undissolved residuum of their own good taste, which, 
however impeccable, is something that requires our faith 
The principles which animate this taste remain unex- 
plained. Canon Cruickshank’s book^ is a work of scholar- 
ship, and the advantage of good scholarship is that it pre- 
sents us with evidence which is an invitation to the 
critical faculty of the reader it bestows a method, rather 
than a judgment 

It IS dif&cult — it is perhaps the supreme difficulty of 
criticism — to make the facts generalize themselves , but 
Mr. Cruickshank at least presents us with facts which are 
capable of generalization This is a service of value 5 and 
it is therefore wholly a compliment to the author to say 
that his appendices are as valuable as the essay itself 
The sort of labour to which Mr. Cruickshank has de- 

^ Philip Massinger, by A, H Cruickshank (Oxford Black- 
well, 1920) 
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voted himself is one that professed critics ought more 
willingly to undertake It is an important part of criticism, 
more important than any mere expression of opinion 
To understand Elizabethan drama it is necessary to study 
a dozen playwrights at once^ to dissect with all care the 
complex growth, to ponder collaboration to the utmost 
line Reading Shakespeare and several of his contempor- 
aries IS pleasure enough, perhaps all the pleasure possible, 
for most But if we wish to consummate and refine this 
pleasure by understanding it, to distil the last drop of it, 
to press and press the essence of each author, to apply 
exact measurement to our own sensations, then we must 
compare , and we cannot compare without parcelling the 
threads of authorship and influence We must employ 
Mr Cruickshank’s ]udgmentS5 and perhaps the most 
important ]udgment to which he has committed himself 
is this 

^Massinger, in his grasp of stagecraft, his flexible metre, 
his desire m the sphere of ethics to exploit both vice and 
virtue, IS typical of an age which had much culture, hut 
which, without being exactly corrupt, lacked moral fibre/ 

Here, in fact, is our text to elucidate this sentence 
would he to account for Massinger We begin vaguely 
with good taste, by a recognition that Massinger is in- 
ferior can we trace this inferiority, dissolve it, and have 
left any element of ment^ 

We turn first to the parallel quotations from Mas- 
singer and Shakespeare collocated by Mr Cruickshank to 
make manifest Massinger’s indebtedness One of the surest 
of tests is the way in which a poet borrows Immature 
poets imitate, mature poets steal, bad poets deface what 
they take, and good poets make it into something better, 
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or at least something different The good poet welds his 
theft into a whole of feeling which is unique, utterly 
different from that from which it was torn, the bad poet 
throws it into something which has no cohesion. A good 
poet will usually bon ow from authors remote in time, or 
alien in language, or diverse in interest Chapman bor- 
rowed from Seneca, Shakespeare and Webster from 
Montaigne The two great followeis of Shakespeare, 
Webster and Tourneur, in their mature work do not 
borrow from him, he is too close to them to be of use to 
them in this way Massinger, as Mr Cruickshank shows, 
borrows from Shakespeare a good deal Let us profit by 
some of the quotations with which he has provided us — 

MASSINGER 

Can I call back yesterday^ with all their aids 
That bow unto my sceptre^ or restore 
My mind to that tranquillity and peace 
It then enjoy ed> 

SHAKESPEARE 

Not poppy ^ nor mandragora^ 

Nor all the drowsy syrops of the world 
Shall ever medicine thee to that sweet sleep 
Which thou owedst yesterday 

Massinger’s is a general rhetorical question, the language 
just and pure, but colourless Shakespeare’s has particular 
significance, and the adjective Mrowsy’ and the verb 
'medicine’ infuse a precise vigour This is, on Massinger’s 
part, an echo, rather than an imitation or a plagiarism — 
the basest, because least conscious, form of borrowing. 
'Drowsy syrop’ is a condensation of meaning fre(juent in 
Shakespeare, but rare in Massinger. 
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MASSINGER 

Thou didst not borrow of Vice her indirect^ 

Crooked.^ and abject means 

SHAKESPEARE 

God knows ^ my son^ 

By what by-paths and indirect crooVd ways 
I met this crown 

Here, agairij Massinger gives the general forensic state- 
ment, Shakespeare the particular image ‘Indirect 
crook’d’ is forceful in Shakespeare, a mere pleonasm in 
Massinger ‘Crook’d ways’ is a metaphor, Massinger’s 
phrase only the ghost of a metaphor 

MASSINGER 

And noWj in the evening ^ 

When thou should'' st pass with honour to thy resty 
Wilt thou fall like a meteor^ 

SHAKESPEARE 
I shall fall 

Like a bright exhalation in the evening^ 

And no man see me more. 

Here the lines of Massinger have their own beauty Still, 
a ‘bright exhalation’ appears to the eye and makes us 
catch our breath in the evening, ‘meteor’ is a dim simile , 
the word is worn 

MASSINGER 

What you deliver to me shall he locVd up 
In a strong cabinet^ of which you yourself 
Shall keep the key. 
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SHAKESPEARE: 

^Tism my memory locked^ 

And you yourself shall keep the Key of it 

In the preceding passage Massinger had squeezed his 
simile to death, here he drags it round the city at his 
heels 5 and how swift Shakespeare’s figure is^ We may 
add two more passages, not given by our commentator, 
here the model is Webster They occur on the same page, 
an artless confession 

Here he comesy 

His nose held up, he hath something in the wind, 

IS hardly comparable to 

The Cardinal lifts up his nose like afoul porpoise 
before a storm, 

and when we come upon 

as tann" d galley-slaves 
Pay such as do redeem them from the oar 

It IS unnecessary to turn up the great lines in the Duchess 
of Malfy Massinger fancied this galley-slave, for he 
comes with his oar again in The Bondman — 

Never did galley-slave shake off his chains, 

Or looked on his redemption from the oar . . 

Now these are mature plays , and The Roman Actor (from 
which we have drawn the two previous extracts) is said 
to have been the preferred play of its author 

We may conclude directly from these quotations that 
Massinger’s feehng for language had outstripped his feel- 
ing for things, that his eye and his vocabulary were not 
in co-operation. One of the greatest distinctions of several 

138 



PHILIP MASSINGER 


of his elder contemporaiies — we name Middleton^ 
Webster^ Tourneur — is a gift for combining, for fusing 
into a single phrase, two or more diverse impressions 

in her strong toil of grace 

of Shakespeare is such a fusion, the metaphor identifies 
itself with what suggests it, the resultant is one and is 
unique — 

Does the silk worm expend her yellow labours? 

Why does yon fellow falsify highways 
And lays his life between the judge's lips 
To refine such a one^ keeps horse and men 
To beat their valouis for her^ 

Let the common sewer take it from distinction 
Lust and forgetfulness have been amongst us 

These lines of Tourneur and of Middleton exhibit that 
perpetual slight alteration of language, words perpetually 
juxtaposed in new and sudden combinations, meanings 
perpetually eingeschachtelt into meanings, which evi- 
dences a very high development of the senses, a develop- 
ment of the English language which we have perhaps 
never equalled And, indeed, with the end of Chapman, 
Middleton, Webster, Tourneur, Donne we end a period 
when the intellect was immediately at the tips of the 
senses. Sensation became word and word was sensation. 
The next peiiod is the period of Milton (though still with 
a Marvell in it) , and this period is initiated by Massinger. 

It is not that the word becomes less exact Massinger is, 
in a wholly eulogistic sense, choice and correct And the 
decay of the senses is not inconsistent with a greater 
sophistxcation of language But every vital development 
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in language is a development of feeling as well The verse 
of Shakespeare and the major Shakespearean dramatists is 
an innovation of this kind, a true mutation of species 
The verse practised by Massinger is a different verse from 
that of his predecessors , but it is not a development based 
on, or resulting from, a new way of feeling On the con- 
trary, It seems to lead us away from feeling altogether 
We mean that Massinger must be placed as much at 
the beginning of one period as at the end of another A 
certain Boyle, quoted by Mr Cruickshank, says that 
Milton’s blank verse owes much to the study of Mas- 
singer’s 

Tn the indefinable touches which make up the music 
of a verse [says Boyle], in the artistic distribution of 
pauses, and in the unerring choice and grouping of just 
those words which strike the ear as the perfection of 
harmony, there are, if we leave Cyiil Tourneur’s Atheisfs 
Tragedy out of the question, only two masters in the 
drama, Shakespeare in his latest period and Massinger ’ 
This Boyle must have had a singular ear to have pre- 
ferred Tourneur’s secondary work to his Revengers 
Tragedy^ and one must think that he had never glanced 
at Ford But though the appraisal be ludicrous, the praise 
is not undeserved Mr Crmckshank has given us an 
excellent example of Massinger’s syntax — 

What though my father 
Writ man before he was so^ and confirmA 
By numbering that day no part of his life 
In which he did not service to his country, 

Was he to be free therefore from the laws 
And ceremonious form in your decrees^ 

Or else because he did as much as man 
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In those three memorable overthrows j 
At Granson^ Morat^ Nancy j where his master^ 

The warlike Charalois^ with whose misfortunes 
I bear his name^ lost treasure^ men, and life, 

To be excused from payment of those sums 
Which {his own patrimony spent) his zeal 
To serve his country forced him to take up^ 

It IS impossible to deny the masterly construction of this 
passage, perhaps there is not one living poet who could 
do the like It is impossible to deny the originality The 
language is pure and correct, free from muddiness or 
turbidity Massinger does not confuse metaphors, or heap 
them one upon another He is lucid, though not easy 
But if Massinger’s age, ‘without being exactly corrupt, 
lacks moral fibre’, Massinger’s verse, without being ex- 
actly corrupt, suffers from cerebral anaemia To say that 
an involved style is necessarily a bad style would be pre- 
posterous But such a style should follow the involutions 
of a mode of perceiving, registering, and digesting im- 
pressions which is also involved It is to be feared that the 
feeling of Massinger is simple and overlaid with received 
ideas Had Massinger had a nervous system as refined as 
that of Middleton, Tourneur, Webster, or Ford, his style 
would be a triumph But such a nature was not at hand, 
and Massinger precedes, not another Shakespeare, but 
Milton. 

Massinger is, in fact, at a further remove from Shake- 
speare than that other piecursor of Milton — John 
Fletcher Fletcher was above all an opportunist, in his 
verse, in his momentary effects, never quite a pastiche, 
in his structure ready to sacrifice everything to the single 
scene To Fletcher, because he was more intelligent, less 
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will be forgiven Fletcher had a cunning guess at feelings, 
and betrayed them, Massinger was unconscious and in- 
nocent As an artisan of the theatre he is not inferior to 
Fletcher, and his best tragedies have an honester unity 
than Bonduca But the unity is superficial In The Roman 
Actor the development of parts is out of all pioportion to 
the central theme ^ m The Unnatural Combat^ in spite 
of the deft handling of suspense and the quick shift from 
climax to a new suspense, the first part of the play is the 
hatred of Malefort for his son and the second part is his 
passion for Ins daughter It is theatrical skill, not an 
artistic conscience arranging emotions, that holds the two 
parts together In The Duke of Milan the appearance of 
Sforza at the Court of his conqueror only delays the 
action, or rather breaks the emotional rhythm And we 
have named three of Massinger’s best 

A dramatist who so skilfully welds together parts which 
have no reason for being together, who fabricates plays 
so well kmt and so remote from unity, we should expect 
to exhibit the same synthetic cunning in character. Mr 
Cruickshank, Coleridge, and Leslie Stephen are pretty 
well agreed that Massinger is no master of characteriza- 
tion You can, m fact, put together heterogeneous parts 
to form a lively play, but a character, to be living, must 
be conceived from some emotional unity A character is 
not to be composed of scattered observations of human 
nature, hut of parts which are felt together Hence it is 
that although Massinger’s failure to draw a moving 
character is no greater than his failure to make a whole 
play, and probably springs from the same defective sensi- 
tiveness, yet the failure in character is more conspicuous 
and more disastrous A living’ character is not necessarily 
Irue to life’. It is a person whom we can see and hear, 
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whether he he true or false to human nature as we know 
It What the creator of character needs is not so much 
knowledge of motives as keen sensibility , the dramatist 
need not understand people , but he must be exceptionally 
aware of them This awareness was not given to Mas- 
singer He inherits the traditions of conduct, female 
chastity, hymeneal sanctity, the fashion of honour, with- 
out either criticizing or informing them from his own 
experience In the eailier drama these conventions are 
merely a framework, or an alloy necessary for working 
the metal ^ the metal itself consisted of unique emotions 
resulting inevitably from the ciicumstances, resulting or 
inhering as inevitably as the properties of a chemical 
compound Middleton’s heiome, for instance, in The 
Changeling^ exclaims in the well-known words — 

Why^ His impossible thou canst be so wicked^ 

To shelter such a cunning cruelty 

To make his death the murderer of my honour^ 

The word ‘honour’ in such a situation is out of date, 
but the emotion of Beatrice at that moment, given the 
conditions, is as permanent and substantial as anything 
in human nature The emotion of Othello in Act v is the 
emotion of a man who discovers that the worst part of 
his own soul has been exploited by some one more clever 
than he , it is this emotion earned by the writer to a very 
high degree of intensity. Even in so late and so decayed 
a drama as that of Ford, the framework of emotions and 
moi als of the time is only the vehicle for statements of 
feeling which are unique and impenshable Ford’s and 
Ford’s only 

What may he considered corrupt or decadent m the 
morak of Massinger is not an alteration or diminution in 
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morals, it is simply the disappearauce of all the personal 
and real emotions which this morality supported and into 
which It introduced a kind of order As soon as the emo- 
tions disappear the morality which ordered it appears 
hideous. Puritanism itself became repulsive only when it 
appeared as the survival of a restraint after the feelings 
which it restrained had gone When Massinger’s ladies 
resist temptation they do not appear to undergo any im- 
portant emotion, they merely know what is expected of 
them , they manifest themselves to us as lubricious prudes. 
Any age has its conventions, and any age might appear 
absurd when its conventions get into the hands of a man 
like Massinger — a man, we mean, of so exceptionally 
superior a literary talent as Massinger’s, and so paltry 
an imagination The Elizabethan morality was an im- 
portant convention, important because it was not con- 
sciously of one social class alone, because it provided a 
framework for emotions to which all classes could respond, 
and It hindeied no feeling It was not hypocritical, and it 
did not suppress, its dark corners are haunted by the 
ghost of Mary Fitton and perhaps greatei It is a subject 
which has not been sufficiently investigated Fletcher and 
Massinger rendered it ridiculous, not by not believing 
it, but because they were men of great talents who could 
not vmfy it, because they could not fit into it passionate, 
complete human characters 

The tragedy of Massinger is interesting chiefly accord- 
ing to the definition given before, the highest degree of 
verbal excellence compatible with the most rudimentary 
development of the senses. Massinger succeeds better in 
something which is not tragedy, in the romantic comedy 
A Very Woman deserves all the praise that Swinburne, 
with his almost unerring gift of selection, has bestowed 
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upon It The probable collaboration of Fletcher had the 
happiest results , for certainly that admirable comic per- 
sonage, the tipsy Borachia, is handled with more humour 
than we expect of Massinger It is a play which would be 
enjoyable on the stage The form, however, of romantic 
comedy is itself inferior and decadent There is an inflexi- 
bility about the poetic drama which is by no means a 
matter of classical, or neo-classical, or pseudo-classical law 
The poetic drama might develop forms highly different 
from those of Greece or England, India or Japan Con- 
ceded the utmost freedom, the romantic drama would yet 
remain inferior. The poetic drama must have an emo- 
tional unity, let the emotion be whatever you like It 
must have a dominant tone, and if this be strong enough, 
the most heterogeneous emotions may be made to rein- 
force It. The romantic comedy is a skilful concoction of 
inconsistent emotion, a revue of emotion A Very Woman 
IS surpassingly well plotted The debility of romantic 
drama does not depend upon extravagant setting, or pre- 
posterous events, or inconceivable coincidences , all these 
might be found in a serious tragedy or comedy It consists 
in an internal incoherence of feelings, a concatenation 
of emotions which signifies nothing 

From this type of play, so eloquent of emotional dis- 
order, there was no swing back of the pendulum Changes 
never come by a simple reinfusion into the foim which 
the life has just left The romantic drama was not a new 
form. Massinger dealt not with emotions so much as with 
the social abstractions of emotions, more generalized and 
therefore more quickly and easily interchangeable within 
the confines of a single action He was not guided by 
direct communications through the nerves Romantic 
drama- tended, accordingly, towards what is sometimes 
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called the ‘typical’, but which is not the truly typical 5 for 
the typical figure in a drama is always particularized — 
an individual The tendency of the romantic drama was 
towards a form which continued it in removing its more 
conspicuous vices, was towards a more severe external 
order. This form was the Heroic Drama We look into 
Dryden’s ‘Essay on Heroic Plays’, and we find that ‘love 
and valour ought to be the subject of an heroic poem 
Massinger, in his destruction of the old drama, had pre- 
pared the way for Dryden. The intellect had perhaps 
exhausted the old conventions. It was not able to supply 
the impoverishment of feeling 

Such are the reflections aroused by an examination of 
some of Massinger’s plays in the light of Mr. Cruick- 
shank’s statement that Massinger’s age ‘had much more 
culture, but, without being exactly corrupt, lacked moral 
fibre’ The statement may be supported In order to fit 
into our estimate of Massinger the two admirable 
comedies — A New JFay to Pay Old Debts and The 
City Madam — a more extensive research would be 
required than is possible within our limits. 

II 

Massinger’s tragedy may be summarized for the unpre- 
pared reader as being very dreary It is dreary, unless one 
is prepared by a somewhat extensive knowledge of his 
liveliei contemporaries to grasp without fatigue precisely 
the elements m it which are capable of giving pleasure, 
or unless one is incited by a curious interest in versifica- 
tion In comedy, however, Massinger was one of the few 
masters in the language He was a master in a comedy 
which IS serious, even sombre, and in one aspect of it 
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there are only two names to mention with his Those of 
Marlowe and Jonson In comedy, as a matter of fact, a 
greater variety of methods were discovered and em- 
ployed than in tragedy The method of Kyd, as developed 
by Shakespeare, was the standard for English tragedy 
down to Otway and to Shelley But both individual 
temperament, and varying epochs, made more play with 
comedy The comedy of Lyly is one thing, that of 
Shakespeare, followed by Beaumont and Fletcher, is an- 
other, and that of Middleton is a third And Massinger, 
while he has his own comedy, is nearer to Marlowe and 
Jonson than to any of these 

Massinger was, in fact, as a comic writer, fortunate in 
the moment at which he wrote His comedy is transi- 
tional, but It happens to be one of those transitions which 
contain some merit not anticipated by predecessors or re- 
fined upon by later writers The comedy of Jonson is 
nearer to caricature, that of Middleton a more photo- 
graphic delineation of low life Massinger is nearer to 
Restoration comedy, and more like his contemporary, 
Shirley, in assuming a certain social level, certain dis- 
tinctions of class, as a postulate of his comedy This resem- 
blance to later comedy is also the important point of dif- 
ference between Massinger and earlier comedy But 
Massinger's comedy differs just as widely from the comedy 
of manners proper, he is closer to that in his romantic 
drama — in ^ Very Woman — than m A New Way to 
Pay Old Debts ^ in his comedy his interest is not in the 
follies of love-making or the absurdities of social pretence, 
but in the unmasking of villainy. Just as the Old Comedy 
of Molifere differs in principle from the New Comedy of 
Manvaux, so the Old Comedy of Massinger differs from 
the New Comedy of his contemporaiy Shirley. And as in 
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France, so in England, the more farcical comedy was the 
more serious Massinger’s great comic rogues, Sir Giles 
Overreach and Luke Frugal, are members of the laige 
English family which includes Barabas and Sir Epicure 
Mammon, and from which Sir Tunbelly Clumsy claims 
descent 

What distinguishes Massinger from Marlowe and Ion- 
son IS in the main an inferiority The greatest comic 
characters of these two dramatists are slight work in com- 
parison with Shakespeare’s best — Falstaff has a third 
dimension and Epicure Mammon has only two But this 
slightness is part of the nature of the art which Jonson 
practised, a smaller art than Shakespeare ’s The inferiority 
of Massinger to Jonson is an inferiority, not of one type of 
art to another, but within Jonson’s type It is a simple 
deficiency Marlowe’s and Jonson’s comedies were a view 
of life, they were, as great literature is, the transforma- 
tion of a personality into a personal work of art, their life- 
time’s work, long or short Massinger is not simply a 
smaller personality his personality hardly exists He did 
not, out of his own personality, build a world of ait, as 
Shakespeare and Marlowe and Jonson built 

In the fine pages which Remy de Gourmont devotes to 
Flaubert m his Probleme du Style^ the great critic 
declares 

‘La vie est un depouillement Le but de I’actmte 
propre de I’homme est de neltoyer sa personnalite, de la 
laver de toutes les souillures qu’y ddposa I’education, de la 
degager de toutes les empreintes qu’y laissferent nos 
admirations adolescentes’ , 


and again 
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‘Flaubert incorporait toute sa sensibility a ses 
oeuvres Hors de ses livres, ou il se transvasait goutte a 
goutte, ]usqu’a la lie, Flaubert est fort peu intdressant ^ 

Of Shakespeare notably, of Jonson less, of Marlowe (and 
of Keats to the term of life allowed him), one can say that 
they se transvasaient goutte ti goutte^ and in England, 
which has produced a prodigious number of men of 
genius and comparatively few works of ait, theie are not 
many writers of whom one can say it Certainly not of 
Massinger A brilliant master of technique, he was not, in 
this profound sense, an artist And so we come to inquire 
how, if this IS so, he could have written two great comedies 
We shall probably be obliged to conclude that a large part 
of their excellence is, in some way which should be 
defined, fortuitous , and that therefore they are, however 
remarkable, not works of perfect art 

This objection raised by Leslie Stephen to Massinger’s 
method of revealing a villain has great cogency, but I am 
inclined to believe that the cogency is due to a somewhat 
different reason from that which Leslie Stephen assigns 
His statement is too apriorist to be quite trustworthy 
There is no reason why a comedy or a tragedy villain 
should not declare himself, and in as long a period as the 
author likes , but the sort of villain who may run ou in 
this way is a simple villain (simple not simpliste). Barabas 
and Volpone can declare their character, because they 
have no inside, appearance and reality are coincident, 
they are forces in particular directions Massinger’s two 
villains are not simple. Giles Overreach is essentially a 
great force directed upon small objects, a great force, a 
small mind, the terror of a dozen parishes instead of the 
conqueror of a world. The force is misapplied, attenuated, 
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thwarted, by the man’s vulgarity he is a great man of 
the City, without fear, hut with the most abject awe of 
the aristocracy He is accordingly not simple, but a pro- 
duct of a certain civilization, and he is not wholly con- 
scious His monologues are meant to be, not what he thinks 
he IS, but what he really is and yet they are not the 
truth about him, and he himself certainly does not know 
the truth To declare himself, therefore, is impossible 

iVhy, when my ears are pierced with widows^ cries^ 
And undone orphans wash with tears my threshold^ 

I only think what ^tis to have my daughter 
Right honourable^ and his a powerful charm 
Makes me insensible of remorse^ or pity^ 

Or the least sting of conscience 

This is the wrong note. Elsewhere we have the right 

Thou art afool^ 

In being out of office^ I am out of danger^ 

Where ^ if I were a justice^ besides the trouble^ 

I might or out of wilfulness^ or error ^ 

Run my self finely into a praemunire^ 

And so become a prey to the informer^ 

Nofll have none ofh^ his enough I keep 
Greedy at my devotion so he serve 
My purpose^ let him hang^ or damn^ I care not 

And how well tuned, well modulated, here, the diction ^ 
The man is audible and visible. But from passages hke 
the first we may be permitted to infer that Massinger was 
unconscious of trying to develop a different kind '"of 
character from any that Marlowe or Jonson had invented 
Luke Frugal, m The City Madam^ is not so great a 
character as Sir Giles Overreach But Luke Frugal just 
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misses being almost the greatest of all hypocntes. His 
humility in the first act of the play is more than half 
real The error in his portraiture is not the extravagant 
hocus-pocus of supposed Indian necromancers by which 
he IS so easily duped, but the premature disclosure of 
villainy in his temptation of the two apprentices of his 
brother But for this, he would be a perfect chameleon of 
circumstance Here, again, we feel that Massinger was 
conscious only of inventing a rascal of the old simpler 
farce type But the play is not a farce, in the sense in 
which The Jew of Malta^ The Alchemist ^ Bartholomew 
Fair are farces Massinger had not the personality to 
create great farce, and he was too serious to invent trivial 
farce The ability to perform that slight distortion of all 
the elements in the world of a play or a story, so that 
this world is complete in itself, which was given to 
Marlowe and Jonson (and to Rabelais) and which is pre- 
requisite to great farce, was denied to Massinger On the 
other hand, his temperament was more closely related to 
theirs than to that of Shirley or the Restoration wits. 
His two comedies therefore occupy a place by themselves. 
His ways of thinking and feeling isolate him from both 
the Elizabethan and the later Caroline mind, He might 
almost have been a great reahst, he is killed by conven- 
tions which were smtable for the preceding literary 
generation, but not for his Had Massinger been a greater 
man, a man of more intellectual courage, the current of 
English literature immediately after him might have 
taken a different course The defect is precisely a defect of 
personality He is not, however, the only man of letters 
who, at the moment when a new view of life is wanted, 
has looked at life through the eyes of his predecessors, 
and only at manners through his own 
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John Marston, the dramatist, has been dead for three 
hundred years The date of his death, June 25th, 1634, is 
one of the few certain facts that we know about him , but 
the appearance of the first volume of a new edition of his 
works, as well as an edition of his best-known play by it- 
self, is a more notable event than the arrival of his 
tercentenary.^ For Marston has en}oyed less attention 
from either scholars or critics, than any of his contem- 
poraries of equal or greater rank, and for both scholars 
and critics he remains a territory of unexplored riches and 
risks The position of most of his contemporaries is pretty 
well settled, one cannot go very far wrong in one’s esti- 
mate of the dramatists with whom Marston worked, but 
about Marston a wide divergency of opinion is still possible 
His greater defects are such as anyone can see, his merits 
are still a matter for controversy. 

Little has transpired of the events of Marston’s life 
since Bullen presented in 1887 what has hitherto been 
the standard edition The date and place of his birth have 
been unsettled 5 but the mam facts — that his mother 
was Italian, that he was educated at Brasenose College 
and put to the law, that he wrote satires and then plays 
for a brief period and finally entered the Church — are 

^ The Play'S of John Marston^ in three volumes, edited by 
H Harvey Wood, Volume I (Edinburgh Oliver and Boyd, 
8s, 6d, net each). 

The Malcontent j edited by G. B, Harrison, The Temple 
Dramatists (Dent Is. 6d. net). 
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undisputed We are left with the unsupported statement 
of Ben Jonson that he heat Marston and took away his 
pistol, but, without necessarily impugning the veracity 
of Jonson, or suggesting that he wished to impress 
Drummond with his own superiority, having gone such 
a long journey to talk to him we may do well to put aside 
the image of a mean and ridiculous figure which Jonson 
has left us before considering the value of Marston^s 
work And before reading the selections of Lamb, or the 
encomium of Swinburne, we should do better to read the 
plays of Marston — there are not many — straight 
through Did Marston have anything of his own to say or 
not^ Was he really a dramatist, or only a playwright 
through force of circumstances? And if he was a drama- 
tist, in which of his plays was he at his best? In answering 
these questions we have, as with no other Elizabethan 
dramatist, the opportunity to go completely wrong, and 
that opportunity is an incentive 

Dr Wood’s first volume includes, besides Antonio and 
Mellida and Antonio's Revenge^ The Malcontent There 
are three quartos of The Malcontent Dr Wood tells us 
that he has followed the second (B in Dr Greg’s classifica- 
tion), but has adopted what seemed to him better and 
fuller readings from A and C Dr Harnson’s text is, he 
tells us, the hevised quarto’, and he follows the Temple 
Dramatists principle (certainly the right one for such a 
senes) of modernized spelling and punctuation Our only 
complaint against both editors is that they have consci- 
entiously limited themselves, in their notes, to what is 
verifiable, and have depnved themselves and their 
readers of that delight m aside and conjecture which the 
born annotator exploits Dr Harnson’s glossary, for in- 
stance,* oxmts some difficult words, but includes others of 
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which the meaning is obvious , one wishes that editors of 
Elizabethan texts would take as their model that perfect 
annotator Mr F L Lucas in his monumental edition of 
John Webster Dr Wood appears to have had the advan- 
tage of consulting Dr* Harrison’s edition , and it must be 
said that they both refer the reader to Mr Lucas’s edition 
of Webster for fuller information on certain points Both 
Dr. Wood and Dr Harnson seem to be assured on one 
critical judgment that The Malcontent is the most im- 
portant of Marston’s plays Dr. Harrison says forthright 
"The Malcontent is Marston’s best play ’ Dr Wood says 
only 

''The best of Marston’s comedies and tragedies, and his 
great tragi-comedy, The Malcontent^ have striking and 
original qualities . The Malcontent is one of the most 
original plays of its period ’ 

It is this assumption that we are privileged to examine 

If we read first the two plays with, which collected 
editions, including Dr. Wood’s, begin — Antonio and 
Mellida and Antonio's Revenge — our first impression is 
likely to be one of bewilderment, that anyone could write 
plays so bad and that plays so bad could be preserved and 
reprinted. Yet they are not plays that one wholly forgets, 
and the second reading, undertaken perhaps out of 
curiosity to know why such bad plays are remembered, 
may show that the problem is by no means simple One 
at first suspects Marston to have been a poet, with no in- 
clination to the stage, but driven thereto by need, and 
trying to write to the popular taste, just as a fastidious 
writer of to-day may produce, under financial pressure, 
something which he vainly imagines to be a potential 
best-seller There is one immediate objection to this 
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theory^ eyen before we have read Marston’s later work It 
IS that there is better poetry in these two plays, both in 
several passages, quotable and quoted, and in the general 
atmosphere, than there is in the Satires^ The Scourge of 
Villainy j or Pygmalion The last of these was apparently 
an attempt to repeat the success of Venus and Adonis^ and 
deserves only the fate of every piece of writing which is 
an attempt to do again what has already been done by a 
better man The first are obviously lacking m personal 
conviction The Satire, when all is said and done, is a 
form which the Elizabethans endeavoured to naturalize 
with very slight success, it is not until Oldham that a 
satire appears, sufficiently natural to be something more 
than a literary exercise When Donne tries it, he is not 
any more successful than Marston, but Donne could 
write in no form without showing that he was a poet, and 
though his satires are not good satires, there is enough 
poetry in them, as in his epistles, to make them worth 
reading Marston is very competent, and perfectly per- 
functory He wrote satires, as he wrote Pygmalion^ in 
order to succeed, and when he found that the satire was 
more likely to lead him to the gaol than to success, he 
seems to have taken up, in the same spirit, the writing of 
plays And however laboured the first two tragical plays 
may be, there is more poetry m them than in anything he 
had written before So we cannot say that he was a ‘poet’, 
forced by necessity to become a ‘dramatist’ 

The second observation upon Antonio and Mellida and 
Its sequel, if we may call ‘sequel’ a play of such different 
intent, is that their badness cannot be explained simply 
by incapacity, or even by plain carelessness. A blockhead 
could not have written them, a painstaking blockhead 
would have done better, and a careless master, or a care- 
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less duncej would not have gone out of his way to produce 
the effects of nonsensicality which we meet These two 
plays give the effect of work done by a man who was so 
exasperated by having to wiite in a form which he 
despised that he deliberately wrote worse than he could 
have written, in order to relieve his feelings This may 
appear an over-ingenious apologetic, but it is difficult to 
explain, by any natural action of mediociity the absurd 
dialogue in Italian in which Antonio and Mellida sud- 
denly express themselves in Act iv, Sc i The versifica- 
tion, such as it is, has for the most part no poetic merit, 
when It IS most intelligible, as in the apostrophes of 
Andrugio, it is aiming at a conventional noble effect , but 
it has often, and more interestingly, a peculiar jerkiness 
and irritability, as of a writer who is, for some obscure 
reason, wrought to the pitch of exasperation There are 
occasional reversions to an earlier vocabulary and move- 
ment, difficult to explain at the very end of the sixteenth 
century, reversions which to Ben Jonson must have 
seemed simple evidence of technical incompetence As m 
the Prologue to Antonio's Revenge 

The rawish dank of clumsy winter ramps 
The fluent summers vein^ and drizzling sleet 
Chilleth the wan hleak cheek of the numVd earthy 
While snarling gusts nibble the juiceless leaves 
From the naKd shuddering branch 

or the line at the beginning of Act ll • 

The black ]ades of swart night trot foggy rings 
''Bout heaven^ s brow 


It IS not only in passages such as these that we get the 
impression of having to do with a personality which is at 
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least unusual and difficult to catalogue Marston’s minor 
comic characters, in these two plays, are as completely 
lifeless as the major characters Whether decent or in- 
decent, their drollery is as far from mirth-provoking as 
can he a continuous and tedious rattle of dried peas 
And yet something is conveyed, after a time, by the very 
emptiness and irrelevance of this empty and irrelevant 
gabble, there is a kind of significant hfelessness in this 
shadow-show There is no more unarticulated scarecrow 
in the whole of Elizabethan drama than Sir Jeffrey 
Balurdo Yet Act v, Sc i of Antonio's Revenge leaves some 
impression upon the mind, though what it is we may not 
be able to say, 

‘Ho, who’s above there, ho^ A murrain on all proverbs 
They say hunger breaks through stone walls, but I am as 
gaunt as lean-ribbed famine, yet I can burst through no 
stone walls 0 now, Sir Jeffrey, show thy valour, break 
prison and be hanged Nor shall the darkest nook of hell 
contain the discontented Sir Balurdo’s ghost Well, I am 
out well, I have put off the prison to put on the rope O 
poor shotten herring, what a pickle art thou m > 0 hunger, 
how thou domineer ’st m my guts * 0 for a fat leg of ewe 
mutton in stewed broth, or drunken song to feed on* I 
could belch rarely, for I am all wind 0 cold, cold, cold, 
cold, cold 0 poor knight* 0 poor Sir Jeffrey, sing like an 
unicorn before thou dost dip thy horn in the water of 
death 0 cold, 0 sing, 0 cold, 0 poor Sir Jeffrey, sing, sing * ’ 

After this comes a highfalutin speech by Pandulpho, and 
crjes of ‘Vindicta*’ Balurdo, like the others, is so unreal 
that to deny his reality is to lend him too much existence , 
yet we can say of the scene, as of the play, that however 
bad It rs no one but Marston could have written it 
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The peculiar quality, which we have not attempted to 
define, is less evident in most of the plays which follow, 
]ust because they are better plays The most considerable 
— setting aside Ins work of collaboration — are The 
Malcontent^ The Dutch Courtesan^ The Insatiate Countess^ 
and The Fawn Of these, the last is a slight but pleasant 
handling of an artificial situation, a kind of Courtship of 
Miles Standish in which the princess woos the prince 
who has come to sue on behalf of his father. The Insatiate 
Countess is a poor rival of the White Devil, her changes 
of caprice from lover to lover aie rapid to the point of 
farce, and when the Countess, brought to the block for 
her sins, exclaims, in reply to the executioner’s bidding of 
‘Madam, put up your hair’ 

O, these golden nets 

That have ensnared so many wanton youths ^ 

Not one but has been held a thread oflife^ 

And super stitiously depended on* 

Now t® the block we must vail* What else^ 

we may remark (if these lines are indeed Marston’s) that 
we have known this sort of thing done better by another 
dramatist, and that it is not worth going to Marston for 
what Webster can give us The Dutch Courtesan is a 
better play than either of these, Freevill and Malheureux 
behave more naturally than we expect of Marston’s 
heroes, the Courtesan’s villainy is not incredible or un- 
motivated, and her isolation is enhanced by her broken 
English, and the heroine, Beatrice, has some charming 
verses to speak and is not, according to the standards- of 
that stage and age, preposterously mild and patient Yet 
the play as a whole is not particularly ‘signed’ by Marston j 
it is a theme which might have been handled as well, or 
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better, by Dekber or Heywood We are looking, not for 
plays of the same kind and in parts almost as good as 
those done by other dramatists To prove that Marston is 
worth the attention of any but the Elizabethan scholar, 
we must convince the reader that Marston does some- 
thing that no one else does at all that there is a Marston 
tone, like the scent of a flower, which by its peculiarity 
sharpens our appreciation of the other dramatists as well 
as bringing appreciation of itself, as experiences of 
gardenia or zinnia refine our experience of rose or sweet- 
pea With this purpose in mind, we may agree, with 
reservations, with the accepted view that The Malcontent 
is superior to any of the three other plays mentioned in 
the foregoing paragraph 

The superiority of The Malcontent does not lie alto- 
gether in more solid dramatic construction The con- 
struction IS hardly as close as that of The Dutch Courtesan, 
and the lighter passages have hardly the interest of 
under-plot which, in the other play, we find m the pranks 
played by Cocledemoy at the expense of Mulhgrub 
Marston at best is not a careful enough playwright to 
deserve comparison with his better-known contemporaries 
on this score. He can commit the grossest carelessness in 
confusing his own characters Even in The Malcontent 
there appears to be one such lapse Several of the earlier 
scenes seem to depend for their point upon Bianca being 
the wife of Bihoso (a sort of prototype of the Country 
Wife) ; but she is not so named in the list of characters, 
and the words of Ferneze to her in the last scene seem to 
indicate that Marston had forgotten this relationship 

Nor IS the character of Malevole really comparable to 
that of Jacques. In the play of Shakespeare, Jacques is 
surrouhded by characters who by their contrast with 
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him, and sometimes by their explicit remarks, criticize 
the point of view which he expresses — a point of view 
which IS indeed an almost consciously adopted humour 
And while a malcontent drawn by Jonson lacks the depth 
and the variety which Shakespeare can give by human 
contrasts, he at least preserves a greater degree of con- 
sistency than does Malevole The whole part is inade- 
quately thought out 5 Malevole is either too important or 
not important enough We may suppose that he has 
assumed his role primarily as a disguise, and in order 
to be present at his usurper’s court on the easy footing of 
a tolerated eccentric But he has the difficult role of being 
both the detached cynic and the rightful prince biding 
his time He takes pity on Ferneze (himself not a very 
satisfying character, as after his pardon in Act iv he lets 
the play down badly in Act V, Sc xii by his unseemly 
levity with Bianca) Yet Malevole, in his soliloquy in Act 
III, Sc 1, which IS apparently not for the benefit of Bilioso 
but intended to express his true thoughts and feelings, 
alludes to himself as suffering from insomnia because he 
‘ ’gainst his fate repines and quarrels’ — not a philosophi- 
cal role, nor one to be expected of the magnanimous duke 
whom he has to be at the end Whether his sarcasms are 
meant to be affected railing or savage satire, they fail of 
their effect 

Nor IS any of the other characters very much alive It 
is possible to find Dr Harrison’s praise of Maria, as a 
‘virtuous and constant wife who is alive and interesting’, 
to be excessive, and to find even Maquerelle deficient m 
liveliness The virtue of The Malcontent^ indeed, resides 
rather in its freedom from the grosser faults to be ex- 
pected of Marston than from any abundance of positive 
merits, when we hold it up to the standard, 'not of 
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Shakespeare, but of the contemporaries of Shakespeare. 
It has no passages so moving as the confrontation of 
Beatrice and Franceschina in The Dutch Courtesan^ and 
no comic element so sprightly as the harlequinades of 
Cocledemoy in the same play. It has, as cntics have re- 
marked, a more controlled and even diction. Swinburne 
does not elevate it to the position of Marston’s best play 5 
but he observes that 

‘the brooding anger, the resentful resignation, the im* 
patient spirit of endurance, the bitter passion of disdain, 
which animate the utterance and direct the action of the 
hero, are something more than dramatically appropriate, 
it is as obvious that these are the mainsprings of the poet^s 
own ambitions and dissatisfied intelligence, sullen in 
its reluctant submission and ardent in its implacable 
appeal, as that his earher undramatic satires were the 
tumultuous and turbid ebulhtions of a mood as morbid, 
as restless and as honest/ 

We are aware, in short, with this as with Marston’s other 
plays, that we have to do with a positive, powerful, and 
umque personality. His is an original variation of that 
deep discontent and rebelliousness so frequent among the 
Elizabethan dramatists. He is, like some of the greatest 
of them, occupied in sa3dng something else than appears 
in the literal actions and characters whom he manipu- 
lates. 

It IS possible that what distinguishes poetic drama from 
prosaic drama is a kind of doubleness in the action, as if it 
took place on two planes at once. In this it is different 
from allegory, in which the abstraction is something con- 
ceived, not something differently felt, and from sym- 
bolism (as in the plays of Maeterlinck) in which the 
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tangible world is deliberately diminished — both sym** 
bolism and allegory being operations of the conscious 
planning mind In poetic drama a certain apparent irrele- 
vance may be the symptom of this doubleness ^ or the 
drama has an under-pattern, less manifest than the 
theatrical one We sometimes feel, in following the words 
and behaviour of some of the characters of Dostoevsky, 
that they are living at once on the plane that we know 
and on some other plane of reality from which we are 
shut out their behaviour does not seem crazy, but rather 
in conformity with the laws of some world that we can* 
not perceive More fitfully, and with less power, this 
doubleness appears hei e and there in the work of Chap- 
man, especially in the two Bussy D^Ambois plays. In the 
work of genius of a lower order, such as that of the author 
of The Revenger^ s Tragedy^ the characters themselves 
hardly attain this double reality, we are aware rather of 
the author, operating perhaps not quite consciously 
through them, and making use of them to expiess some- 
thmg of which he himself may not be quite conscious 
It IS not by writing quotable ^poetic’ passages, but by 
giving us the sense of something behind, more real than 
any of his personages and their action, that Marston 
established himself among the wnters of gemus. There 
IS one among his plays, not so far mentioned, and not, 
apparently, widely read or highly esteemed, which may 
be put forward with the claim that it is his best, and that 
It IS the most nearly adequate expression of his distorted 
and obstructed genius , The Wonder of Womeriy other- 
wise The Tragedy of Sophonisba, This is a fairly late play 
in Marston’s brief career, and we ha^ve reason to guess 
that the author himself preferred it to his others* As the 
‘tragedy • which shall boldly abide the most curious 
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perusaPj it gives the impression of being the play which 
Marston wrote most nearly to please himself Bulleii 
found It ^not impressive’, and even Swanhurne reserves 
his praise for a few scenes Yet the play has a good plot, 
IS well constructed, and moves rapidly There are no 
irrelevances and no comic passages, it is austere and 
economical. The rapidity with which the too-scheming 
Carthaginians transfer their allegiance from Massinissa 
to Syphax, liis rival suitor for Sophomsba, bringing about 
an alliance between Massinissa and Scipio, is not un- 
plausihle, and keeps the reader in a state of continuous 
excitement over the fortunes of war. The scene in which 
the witch Enctho takes on the form of Sophomsba in 
order to induce Syphax to he with her, is by no means 
what Bullen would have it, a scene of gratuitous horror, 
introduced merely to make our flesh creep, it is integral 
to the plot of the play, and is one of those moments of a 
double reality, in which Marston is saying something else, 
which evidence his poetic genius And the memorable 
passages are not, as m his earher plays, plums imbedded in 
suet, they may be taken as giving a fair taste of the 
quality of the whole play — e,g 

though Heaven hears 

A face far from us^ gods have most long earsy 
Jove has a hundred marble marble hands. 

Nothing in Nature is unserviceable^ 

Noy not even inutility itself 

Is then for nought dishonesty in being ^ 

And if It be sometimes of forced use^ 

Wherein more urgent than in saving nations^ 

Ounvows^ our faith^ our oaths^ why thefre ourselves. 
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Gods naught foresee^ bui see^for to their eyes 
Naught IS to come or past^ nor are you vile 
Because the gods foresee ^ for gods^ not we 
See as things are^ things are not as we see. 

(This last quotation reminds us of Meredith^s line, 'By 
their great memories the gods are known% but Marston 
has the better of it. Swinburne, in spite of his abihty to 
like almost any Elizabethan play that can be tolerated, is 
less than fair, when he calls Sophomsba laboured and 
ambitious’, and speaks of *]agged barbarisms and exotic 
monstrosities of metaphor’ 5 and his derogatory quotation 
of the end of Act II does injustice to a passage which is 
acceptable enough in its context.) 

Ido not praise gods* goodness^ but adore 
Gods cannot fall^ and for their constant goodness 
( Which IS necessitated) they have a crown 
Of never-ending pleasures 

The following has a distinct onginality , 

Where statues and Jove*s acts were vwely limned 
Boys with black coals draw the veiVd parts of nature^ 
And lecherous actions of imagined lust^ 

Where tombs and beauteous urns of well-dead men 
Stood in assured restj the shepherd now 
Unloads his belly ^ corruption most abhorred 
Mingling Itself with their renowned ashes. 

The following has a fine Senecal nng 

My god*s my arm^ my life my heaven*^ my grave 
To me all end 

And the last words of Sophomsba, 
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He that ne^er laughed may with a constant face 
Contemn Jovds frown happiness makes us base, 

may be considered as a ‘classicaF comparison to the 
‘romantic’ vein of Tourneur’s 

I think nwrCs happiest when he forgets himself 

It is hoped that the reader will see some justification 
for accumulating quotations from Sophonisba^ and leav- 
ing the other plays unquoted. Tlie quotations are inten- 
ded to exhibit the exceptional consistency of texture of 
this play, and its difference of tone, not only from that of 
Marston’s other plays, but from that of any other Eliza- 
bethan dramatist. In spite of the tumultuousness of the 
action, and the ferocity and horror of certain parts of the 
play, there is an underlying serenity; and as we famil- 
iarize ourselves with the play we perceive a pattern be- 
hind the pattern into which the characters deliberately 
involve themselves; the Hnd of pattern which we per- 
ceive in our own lives only at rare moments of inatten- 
tion and detachment, drowsing in sunlight. It is the 
pattern drawn by what the andent world called Fate; 
subtilized by Christianity into mazes of delicate theology; 
and reduced again by the modern world into crudities of 
psychological or economic necessity. 

We may be asked to account, in giving this play such 
high place, for the fact that neither contemporary popu- 
larity nor the criticism of posterity yields any support. 
Well; it may be modestly suggested that in our judg- 
ments of Ehzahethan plays in general we are very much 
influenced by Elizabethan standards. The fact that 
Shakespeare transcended all other poets and dramatists 
of the time imposes a Shakespearean standard* whatever 
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IS of the same kind of drama as Shakespeare’s, whatever 
may be measured by Shakespeare, however inferior to 
Shakespeare’s it may be, is assumed to be better than 
whatever is of a different kind However catholic- 
minded we may be in general, the moment we enter the 
Ehzabethan period we praise or condemn plays according 
to the usual Elizabethan criteria Fulke Greville has never 
received quite his due, we approach Greville, and Daniel, 
with the assumption that they are ‘not in the mam 
current’. The minor poet who hitches his skiff astern of 
the great galleon has a better chance of survival than the 
mmor poet who chooses to paddle by himself Marston, 
in the one play on which he appears to have pnded him- 
self, IS Senecal rather than Shakespearean. Had the great 
ship been that of a Corneille or a Racine, instead of a 
Shakespeare, Marston might cut a better figure now 
He spent neaily the whole of his dramatic career wnting 
a kind of drama against which we feel that he rebelled. In 
order to enjoy the one play which he seems to have 
written to please himself, we should read Greville and 
Daniel, of his affinity with whom he was probably quite 
unconscious, and we should come to him fresh from 
Corneille and Racme. He would, no doubt, have shocked 
the French dramatists by his improprieties, and the 
Enghsh classicists as well: nevertheless, he should be 
with them, rather than with the Shakespeareans. 


166 



